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ABSTRACT 

The Tirumantiram is a three thousand verse Tamil 

- I 
manual of Agamic Saivism composed about the seventh cen-

tury A.D. by a yogi sage known as Tirumular. This work 
I 

was accepted into the canonical collection of Saiva devo-

tional works known as the Tirumurai, and can be shown to 

have significantly influenced the writers of the later canon-
I 

ical collection of Saiva philosophical texts. Still, the 

Tirumantiram remains little known outside of South India 

and even less understood. Both Indian and Western schol-

ars have tended to ignore this work which they commonly 

characterize as being obscure, opaque and esoteric. While 

acknowledging the presence of obscure verses and coded 

portions of the text dealing with advanced yogic instruc-

tion, it is my intention to show (a) that the Tirumantiram 

was composed for a wide-ranging audience of householders 

and rulers as well as learned Brahmins and trained yogis, 

and (b) ~hat the aim was to reconcile tensions existing 

between various Southern S'ai va sects. I will also argue 

that Tirumular sought to accomplish this task by creative-

ly explicating the metaphysical, moral and mystical aspects 

- I of Agamic Saivism with the aid of mythic figures in order 

to communicate his insights on a more popular level. 
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The mythic references incorporated into the text 

lend themselves to being studied under three general exe-

getical headings. That is, they can be distinquished as 

having an apologetic, tropological or anagogical thrust 
I 

corresponding to the three facets of Saivism mentioned 

above. In the process of analyzing the mythic imagery and 

indicating how it was skillfully employed to develop major 

themes which are reiterated on a more advanced level in 

other portions of the text, it should become clear that, 

on the whole, the Tirumantiram was a unified composition 

and not a mere compilation of solitary verses as has been 

suggested by K. Zvelebil and others. To my knowledge, this 

is the most protracted study of the Tirumantiram in English 

since A. Visvanatha Pillai produced his translation and 

commentary on several hundred selected verses in the mid 

1960's. 

The numbering of Tirumantiram verses cited or quoted 

in this study follows that found in G. Varadarajan's Edition. 

The latter was chosen because it is both reliable and more 

readily available than other responsible editions. For 

words I have followed the form of transliteration adopted 

by standard works on Indology. As for the transliteration 

of Tamil, several systems are currently in use. Here I will 

follow that set forth in the Madras Tamil Lexicon. 
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I. GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

The inadequacy of the nineteenth century use of 

the term 'Hinduism' to designate the religion of India 

has rightly been exposed in the writings of such diverse 

scholars as P. V. Kane and W. Cantwell Smith. l Still, 

research into the development of the religious traditions 

I • /_ 

of the Saivas, Va1snavas, Saktas and Smartas, and into . . 
the history of their interactions, does reveal a distinc-

tive pattern of preserving, assimilating and reconciling 

religious diversity which could be properly called 'the 

Hindu way' or the phenomenon of Hinduism. 

In South India, the Hindu proclivity for synthe

sis clearly manifests itself in the philosophy and prac

tice of the Southern school of Sai vism known as the S~i va 

1 The term 'Hindu' was first used by the Persians 
in the 5th century B.C. to designate the territory and 
the inhabitants of the river Sindhu. Later, it was used 
by the Muslim Arab invaders to refer to the non-Muslims; 
and only in 1829 was the abstract notion of Hinduism in
troduced into the West. The latter is inadequate in sev
eral ways: i) it is anachronistic to employ it when de
scribing the Vedic period; ii) as an abstract 'ism', it 
tends to disguise the dynamic adaptive quality of a liv
ing religious community; iii) in a reified state, the 
term fails to suggest the variety of distinct sects, 
cults and religious philosophies found in the Hindu tra
dition. See P. V. Kane, History of the Dharmasastras, 
(Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1958, vol. 5, 
part 2, p.1613;) and Wilfred Cantwell-Smith, The Meaning 
and End of Religion, (New York: Harper & Row, 1962) I P.64. 
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Siddhanta. This branch of S~i vism \vas nourished by two 

autonomous cultural streams. Its philosophical and rit-

ual orientation can be traced to the Vedic and Agamic 

traditions which apparently were introduced from the 

North, while the fervent and emotional character of its 

devotional life indicates how strongly its worship has 

been influenced by the Tamil culture of the South. 

The sacred literature of the Siddhantins reflects 

this mixed or synthetic character. Besides explicitly 

acknowledging the authority of the Sanskrit Vedas and 

Agamas, special canonical recognition is given to a two-

fold collection of Tamil devotional and philosophical 

works known as the Tirumurai and Meykanta S~stras, re-

spectively. 

As they expound all the truths, the Vedas 
and the Agamas are called mutal nul (the 
first scripture). Their immeasurable 
meanings are given out by those who pos
sess the grace of God .•. Others try to 
interpret them according to their own 
sense and found various schools ••. Noth
ing can, however, compare with the Vedas 
and Agamas. We cannot find anything to 
say to those who would assert otherwise. l 

Thus it can be said that there was a conscious effort to 

integrate Northern (Sanskritic) and Southern (Tamil) ele-

ments. Such a conciliatory posture was neither inevitable 

1. ... - ..-Clvanana Clttlyar, VIII. 14. 



ror even commonplace. In fact, the acceptance of both the 

Vedas and the Agamas as well as a Tamil canon, distin~ 

guishes S~iva Siddhanta from various other important 

schools of Indian thought. It sets them apart from the 

nastika or unorthodox sects such as the Lokayatas, Buddhists 

and Jains who rejected both the Vedas and Agamas; 

from the MImamsakas, Samkhyas, Yogins and Ektatmavadins 

who accepted only the Vedas; and from the followers of 

the Pasupatas, Kapalas and others who had their own Agamas, 

but who did not relate their doctrines to the Vedas or 

develop any Tamil canon. l Even the school of Kashmir 
I 

(pratya~jna) Saivism, to which some would trace the early 

development of Saiva Siddhanta,2 does not recognize 

IG. Subramanya Pillai, "Introduction and History 
of S~iva Siddhanta" in Collected Lectures on Saiva Siddhanta 
1946-1954 (Annamalainagar: Annamalai University, 1965), 
p. 16. Ramanuja in his sri-Bha9ya II.2.37 specifically 
identifies the Kapalikas and Kalamukhas as sects with an 
anti-Vedic bias. S. Das Gupta, A History of Indian 
Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1922), 
vol. 5, p. 2. In the Saiva tradition itself, the astika
nastika (i.e., orthodox-unorthodox) distinction is given 
less attention than the division into "inner" and "outer" 
schools, a classification which is determined on the basis 
of the school's degree of commitment to the Vedas and Agamas. 

2Among the various positions held on this issue, one 
suggests that the tenets of Saivism were brought from the 
North by Tirumular; another proposes the opposite, that 
Mular went North, and influenced the Pratyabrujna, school. 
See N. Murugesa Mudaliar, The Relevance of the Saiva 
Siddhanta Philosophy (Annamalainagar: Annamalai University, 
1968), pp. 149-151. A more balanced comment on this matter 
comes from J. Gonda in his work on Medieval 
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the authority of the Vedic texts l despite the fact that 

its own advaita metaphysics and doctrinal emphasis on 

consciousness is consonant with Vedantic thought in many 

respects. 2 

In terms of having adopted a Tamil canon and hav-

ing sought to reconcile the teachings of both the Vedas 

and Agamas, there is only one Hindu sect with which the 

Siddhantin must share the Southern stage. That is the 

Vaisnava sect of the Pancaratrins. For the latter ac-

cepted the Tamil hymns of the Vaisnava bhakti saints (the 

A!vars) and, under the leadership of the acarya Yamuna, 

they, too, made a deliberate attempt to link their Agamas 

or sa~hitas3 with the teachings of the Vedas. Even so, 

Religious Literature: "It has been assumed that Kashmirian 
Saivism is more original than its Southern counterpart 
which then would have derived from it. In view of such 
facts as the antiquity and comparatively early spread of 
the worship of this god and of the many cultural contacts 
between Kashmir and the South as well as between these 
regions and other parts of India, this hypothesis doesnot 
seem to carry conviction." (Otto Harrassowitz, Wiesbaden, 
1977), p. 162. 

lJan Gonda, Vi~~uism and S~ivism (London: School of 
Oriental Studies, Munshiram Manoharlal Pub. Pvt. Ltd., 
1976) . 

2 . ". Unllke Sankara, the Kashmir school does not teach 
either the infallibility or the eternity of the Vedas. Its 
position may reflect the influence of Samkhya and Buddhism. 
See P. Jash, History of Saivism (Calcutta, Roy and 
Chaudhury, 1974), p. 121. 

3While the Saivas refer to their texts as Agamas, 

4 

the Vaisnavas generally prefer to call their works Samhitas. . . . 



/ 

the Saiva Siddhantins are distinguished by the fact that 

their conciliatory stance appears to have been formulated 

several centuries earlier than that of the Pancaratrins. 

While the 4000 hymns of the Alvars were compiled in the 

late 9th or early lOth century by Nathamuni (824-924)1 

and while Yamuna's effort must be placed in the 11th cen-

tury, the formal statement of the Siddhantin position can 

already be found in the work of a yogr sage known as Tiru 

Mular who lived prior to the 9th century. 

It is with a view to clarifying Tirumular's con-

tribution to the process of linking the Vedic, Agamic and 

Tamil bhakti cults that the present study is being under-

taken. In this study, we will explore the creative and 

unitive vision propounded by Mular in his Tamil treatise, 

the Tirumantiram. Since neither this sage nor his work 

are widely known or discussed outside of South India, 

some introductory remarks are needed. 

THE AUTHOR 

The tradition's understanding of Mular's role has 

been preserved in a 12th century hagiography popularly 

lThomas Hopkins, The Hindu Religious Tradition, 
(California: Dickenson Publishing Co., Inc., 1971), p. 118. 
See also K. Zvelebil, Tamil Literature, (Wiesbaden: Otto 
Harrassowitz, 1974), p. 91. 
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known as the Periya purana. l According to this legendary 

account, the composer of the Tirumantiram was an accom

plished S~iva yogi who was journeying to South India from 

the Himalayas in order to visit his friend, the sage 

Agastya. Enroute, in the vicinity of Tiruva~utuEai, not 

far from Citamparam, our traveller happens to come across 

a herd of grief-stricken cows who have lost their master. 
I 

Moved tp compassion by the grace of the Lord Siva, our 

sage employs his yogic powers to enter the body of the 

dead cowherd called 'Mulan' and thus acquires the name 

'Mular.' While still inhabiting this borrowed body, the 

'. . yogi sage comes to understand that the Lord S1va 1S com-

missioning him to make the new body his own in order that 

he may remain in the South and express Agamic truths in 

the Tamil tongue. 

Despite the tendency of many Indian Tamil scholars 

to defend the literal interpretation of this narrative, 

the underlying point of the legend seems clear. A north-

ern yogi (an Aryan?) enters into the Tamil culture with a 

special sensitivity for its ethos and, in the process, 

comes to appreciate it as a God-given vehicle that is well 

6 

IThe author, Cekkilar, called the work the Tiru 
To~tar Pura~a because it-provides a list of the names and 
deeds of some 63 Saiva saints (to~tar). Its popularity, how
ever, caused it to become known as the Great (periya) Purana. 



suited for religious expression. Having personally ex-

perienced the 'corpus' of two distinct traditions, and 

having arrived at an existential resolution of the ten-

sion between them, he finds himself once again moved by 

grace to share his insights in the vernacular of his new-

found flock. That is, he is asked to adapt to the cul-

ture of the people whom he is to instruct. Understood in 

this way, Cekkilar's legend indicates that over the cen

turies, Mular's life had come to be understood as but a 

preparation for his life's work, namely, the composition 

of the Tirumantiram. 

In describing the author as one who had entered 

into the body of a cowherd, Cekkilar was building on a 

legend which seems to have developed over several cen-

turies. The earliest reference to this sage which is 

found in the ninth century Breviary of Saints (Tiruttontar . . 
Tokai), contains no allusion to such an incident. l It 

is roughly a century later before we come across the germ 

of this story recorded in a single verse in the 

1 h' , h' h d b T lS Brevlary, w lC was compose y Cuntarar, one 

7 

of the Tevaram saints, refers to Mular in one simply-worded 

line: "Nampiran Tirumulanatiyarkkum atiyen" (I am the ser-- . .-
vant of the servants of our patron and lord Tirumulan). 
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"Tiruttor:~ar Tiruvantati II of Nam.pi a!l~ar NampLl In verse 36 

of this work, Mular is presented as having entered the body 
I 

of a cowherd and as having praised Siva according to the Vedas: 

kutimannu cattanurk kokkula meyppon kurampaipukku . --
mu~imaD~u kunaE piraiya~a~ Ea~~ai muluttamilin 

patimaE~u vetti~ cOEPpatiye2 para vi~~e~~ucci 
alimanna vaitta piranrnula nakinra vankanne. -- - --

The revered man by the name of Bulan, 
who entered into the body of the shepherd of 

Cattanur, 
who hailed the Lord with the crescent moon in 

full Tamil, 
in accord with the Vedas which are celebrated 

throughout the world, - him I praise. 

Cekki!ar's hagiographic account is clearly an ex-

pansion of this verse. What is important to recognize, 

however, is that both Nampi and Cekkilar are noted as 

writers who carefully studied the works of the saints 

whose lives they recorded. 3 If we examine Cekkilar's 

hagiographic account,4 for example, we find that many of 

lNampi antar Nampi was the 11th century compiler of 
the Saiva canon·known as the Tirurnurai. 

2A very literal rendering of the phrase muluttamilin 
patimaDDu vettin cotppatiye would be 'in accord with the
Vedas of Tamil celebrated throughout the world.' This would 
suggest his work was faithful to the Tevaram,otherwise known 
as the Tamil Ved~but it seems the point being made by Nampi 
is that Mular's Tamil treatise was in agreement with the 
Sanskrit Vedas. 

3por further comment on Cekkilar's research see The 
Development of Saivism in South India, by M. Rajamanickam 
(Dharmapuram, India: Dharmapuram Adhinam, 1964, pp. 4, 5. 

4Actually, the Periya Purapa is more than a popular 
hagiography. It is also hailed as an epic and compared with 
the famous medieval Jaina epic, the JIvaka Cintamani. Tradi
tion holds that Cekkila.r composed his work in orde~ to wean 
the reigning Co!a king away from his study of the latter. 



the details contained therein can be traced to material 

provided in the autobiographical verses of the Tirurnantirarn. 

Still, it is necessary to point out that the details men-

tioned in the latter do not necessarily support the inter-

pretation which is given in the Periya Purana. In most . 
instances, the legend surrounding Mular appears to have 

been derived from a thoughtful and imaginative play on 

words. Examining the following verse, it can be seen how 

Narnpi and Cekki!ar could have constructed this legend from 

material provided in certain autobiographical statements. 

n~ arulale mulagai na~i 

By Nandi's (siva) grace I sought Mulan. 

(TM 92) 

cittattin ulle cirakkinra nulkalil -- . 
uttama makave otiya vetattiE 

otta utalaiyurn ulninra urpatti . . -- -
atta~ eEakkin karu!al a~ittate 

Among the books that kindle a glow in the heart, 
The revealed Vedas stand as the highest. 
The Father, the Lord who abides within me, 
Graciously gave me that which resembles a body 

and ( a soul). 

(TM 84) 

9 

In Tamil, as in Sanskrit, the word 'mulam' means root, 

origin, cause. 'Mulan'is the masculine form of the word. In 
, 

the context of verse 92 it refers to Siva who is the 

primal cause of yogic bliss. For his hagiographic pur-

poses, however, Cekkilar takes 'mulan' as a proper 



name. 1 A similar play on words occurs in the case of the 

expression 'utalaiyum' used in the third line of verse 84 . 
• 

'Utalaiyum' is an abbreviated way of saying 'body and soul' 
• 

(utal-bodYi ~-and •.. ). A literal reading could be taken 
• / 

to imply that Siva gave our yogi sage the body and soul of 

the shepherd, Mulan. But since the stanza in question is 

dealing with the Vedas and the highest truth contained 

therein, it is more correct to understand the phrase 

'utalaiyum' as a poetic way of stating that the Lord gave 
• 

this sage the Vedic word (body) and its meaning (soul). 

Since Tamil grammar commonly speaks of consonants as the 

'body' and vowels as the 'soul', such a metaphorical read-

ing is by no means unusual. 

Contrary to what the reader might expect, this crit-

ical analysis of Cekkilar's account of Tirumular is not 

meant to call into question its validity; rathes it is in

tended to challenge a superficial acceptance of it. Viewed 

as a straightforward biographical sketch, the Periya Purana 

lonly in three verses, which most likely were added 

to the Tirumantiram later, is 'Mula~' used as a proper name 

(vss. 99, 101, 3046). These speak only of his having com

posed a treatise or founded a Mutt. There is no hint of 

Cekki~ar's legend. With these exceptions, the occurrences 

of the noun in its various forms - mula (vs. 622), mulan 

(vss. 92, 642), mulattu (vss. 580, 583, 627) - refer to 
I 

either Siva or to the muladhara cakra, the source of the 

kundalinI located at the base of the spinal column. 

10 



narrative strains the credulity of all but the most con-

servative. Viewed as a historical commentary on the sig

nificance of Mular's life and work, Cekkilar's portrayal 

impresses one as being particularly perceptive and remark

ably credible. l 

THE TEXT 

Tirumular's treatise, the Tirumantiram, is a Tamil 

work which draws heavily on Sanskritic texts known as 

s~ivagamas.2 It forms the tenth book of the S~iva canon

ical collection known as the Tirumurai. 3 It gained a 

11 

1 - - -Cekkilar's account of Tirumular's life is found in 

verses 3564-3590 of the Periya Purana. 

2Por further discussion of these works see chapter 3 
of this study. 

3The canon of devotional works known as the Tirumurai 
(Sacred Writings) consists of 12 books: 

Books I-III Hymns of Campantar (7th cent. A.D.) 

Books IV-VI Hymns of Tirunavukkaracar (Appar) 
(6th-7th cent. A.D.) 

Book VII Hymns of Cuntarar (9th cent. A.D.) 

Book VIII Tiruvacakam of Manikkavacakar 
(9th cent. A".D.) 

Tirukovaiyar 
Book IX Joint works called Tiruvicaippakkal 

by nine Saivites and Tirupallantu 
by Centanar 

Book X Tirumantiram by Tirumular (6th-7th 
cent.A.D. ?) 

Book XI Poetic works of eleven poets including 
Nakkiratevar's Tirumurukarruppatai and 
10 works of Nampi a~tar Nampi 

Book XII Periya Puranam by Cekkilar (12th cent. 
A.D.) • 
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position of honor in this Tamil canon of devotional works 

because of its ability to capture the spirit of religious 

devotion (Tml. patti; Skt. bhakti) and love (Tml. anpu). 

The work is unique, however, in that it is the only member 

of this twelve book compilation of devotional literature 

to also qualify as a sastra or disciplined exposition of 

Saiva belief and practice. As such, it is recognized as 

the earliest systematic formulation of Saiva Siddhanta 

thought: 
, 

Although the four great leaders of Saivism 
who flourished before the eighth [sicJ cen
turyl have given distinct expression to the 
principles of the system in their sublime 
devotional lyrics, an exposition of the 
same in a scientific manner is found only 
in Saint Tirumular's Tirumanthiram, Jnana
mirtham, Tiruvuntiar, Tirukkalirruppatiar 
and a few other books prior to the age of 
Sri Meyka~9ar ... in the 13th century.2 

Initially, the ~astric character of the treatise 

seems to have militated against its immediate popularity. 

That is, it was too philosophical to be recited at temple 

festivals or other large religious gatherings as were the 

hymns of Appar, Campantar, Cuntarar and Manikkavacakar. 3 

1 Appar (7th c.), Campan,tar (7th c.), Cuntarar 
(9th c.), Manikkavacakar (9th c.?). 

2G. ~ubramanya Pillai, "Introduction and History of 
Saiva Siddhanta", Collected Lectures, p. 11. 

3Although the Tirumantiram was adopted into the Tamil 
canon in the lOth or 11th century, it came to be neglected 
in the centuries that followed as commentators turned their 
attention to the 14 philosophical works compiled in the 
second Saiva canon. Consequently, it was not until the 
late 1800's that Tamil scholars once again began to con-
cern themselves with the content of the Tirumantiram itself. 
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Nevertheless, the impact of Mular's treatise on the later 

tradition was significant. Gradually, many of his insights 

such as those regarding the relationship between Sanskrit 

-and Tamil, between the Vedas and Agamas, between knowledge 

1\)-

(na~a) and devotion (patti) were woven into and preserved 

in the philosophical tapestry of the second canonical col-
I 

lection of Tamil Saiva writings. 

The latter, called the Heykanta S~stras, is a com-
I 

pilation of fourteen sastras. Of these, two in particular 

have been so influenced by Mular's religious sensitivity 

and creative vision that they not only reflect the spirit 

of the Tirumantiram but they obviously adopt its language 

as well. For example, there can be no doubt that the 

Civanana Cittiyar, a twelfth-thirteenth century work composed 

by Aru~ Nanti, was dependent on the unifying vision proposed 

centuries earlier by the sage Tirumular. 

The only real books are the Vedas and 
Saivagamas .. of them, the Vedas are 
general, and given out for alIi the 
Xgamas are special and revealed for 
the benefit of the blessed, and they 
contain the essential truths of the 
Vedas and Vedanta. 

(C.N.C. VIII. 15) 

The Vedas together with the Agamas 
are the true (word) of the Lord's 
Scripture. 

One is general, the other particular. 
If one were to understand, both are 

revelations of the Lord. 
(They are) different some people saYi 

(but) to the great they are non
different (i.e., non-discrepant). 

(TM 2397) 



14 

Similarly, there can be no doubt but that the Unmai 

Vilakkam of Manavacakam-Katantar (A.D.1177) was inspired by 

- I 
Mular's mystical interpretation of Siva's great dance, a 

dance which had captured the hearts of the Tamil Saiva 

bhaktas. 

Understand that creation emanates from the drum, 
preservation from the hand of hope, 
destruction from the fire held in one hand, 
obscuration (tirobhava) from the foot which 

presses down 
and deliverance (mukti) from the foot held 

aloft. 
(U.V. vs. 35) 

Creation (srsti) is (represented by) the drum, 
preservationi(sthiti) is the abhaya gesture, 
involution (samhara) is the hand with the fire, 
the pressing foot is obscuration (tirobhava) I 

the descent of grace (anugraha) is the uplifted 
foot. 

(TM 2799) 

The first of these verses (i.e.239n ~as been widely 

quoted by Indian scholars l as the example of the harmoniz-

ing efforts of Tirumular. Having been cited in this way, 

it appears to be viewed as a basically apologetic formula-

ation. The second verse which describes the mythic imagery 

l"Here, we see the manner in which Tirumular estab
lishes the reconciliation between the Vedas and the Sa iva 
Agamas." C.V. Narayana Ayyar, Origin and Early History of 
S'aivism (Madras: Madras University, 1974), p. 255. Also 
N. Murugesa Mudaliar, The Relevance of Saiva Siddhanta Phi
losophy (Annamalainagar: Annamalai University, 1968), p.57, 
and V. Paranjoti, Saiva Siddhanta (London: Luzac and Co. 
Ltd., 1954), pp. 18 and 19, and S. Radhakrishnan, The 
Brahma Sutra: The Philosophy of Spiritual Life (London: 
George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1960), p. 67. 
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/ 

of Siva's cosmic dance, on the other hand, is traditionally 

associated with the more devotional or mystical aspect of 

Mular's teachings. Accordingly, the former verse is inclu

ded in the Civanana Cittiyar which has a philosophical and 

apologetic orientation, while the latter is given a central 

place in the Unmai Vilakkam, a more mystically oriented 
• 

work which is written in the form of a dialogue between a 

d h " d" "1 1 guru an 1S 1SC1P e. The one tends to bring out Mular's 

role as a mediator, the other tends to confirm his image as 

a yogI. Whether this division is deliberate or not is not 

clear, but what can be shown is that it does occur. 

In the present study, I intend to challenge this way 

of dividing Mular's contribution by demonstrating that in 

the Tirumantiram, mythic references, in general, and dance 

imagery, in particular, also reflect the latter's talents 

as a mediator. In fact, I will argue that Mular's treat-
I 

ment of Saiva lore (i.e., mythology) was inspired by his 

yogic insight. To support this thesis I will show (a) how 

Mular skillfully reworked Saiva myths in order to awaken an 
/ 

understanding of Agamic Saivism in "its metaphysical, moral 

and mystical aspects,,,2 and (b) how he used that understand-

ing to provide a basis for reconciling the supporters of the 

lOne-fifth of the 54 verses of the Unmai Vilakkam 
deal with the mystic import of the Nadanta aance or giva. 

2K. Sivaraman, Saivism in a Philosophical Perspective 
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1973), p. 31. 



16 

Vedic; Agam£c and Tamil bhakti cults. stated another way, 

it is my contention that Mular's contributions as a media-

tor and as a yogi are not two separate contributions but 

are really one and the same. For it was by communicating 

his spiritual vision to diverse religious groups that he 

could hope to draw them into a religious association based 

on mutual acceptance and respect. 

PREVIOUS STUDIES 

Despite the great age of this Tamil treatise, the 

Tirurnantirarn was published only in the 20th century. The 

earliest printed publication was made available in 1912. 

Mr. M. V. Visvanatha Pillai, the editor-publisher of this 

volume, described it as the critical edition which had been 

culled from the available manuscripts. In 1942, and again 

in 1957, the Kalakarn Publishers issued two separate editions 

of the Tirurnantiram. Both contained notes provided by 

Tirurnantiramani (A. Cidarnbaranar), but the later edition 

has been reorganized and exegeted by P. Rarnanatha Pillai. 

The reason why this second version is not highly regarded 
I 

by modern Saiva scholars will be discussed shortly. 

Other authoritative editions are those that have 

been produced by the Tirupapanandal Math (1951), the Madras 

S~iva Siddhanta Mahasarnajarn (19 ), by Dandapani Desikar 

(1959-1968) and by G. Varadarajan (1971-1974); the last two 



providing valuable commentaries on each of the verses. 

Finally, there are a number of prose summaries and collec-

tions of selected verses available in Tamil and English, 

but at the present time no complete translation of the 

Tirumantiram has yet appeared in English or any other lan-

1 guage. As a result, this text has been studied by few 

Western scholars. 2 Outside of the Tamil commentaries, 

therefore, little has been written on the Tirumantiram in 
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general and still less has been said about the significance 

of its mythic content in particular. Among the English 

speaking scholars, perhaps only M. A. Dorai Rangaswamy3 and 

C. V. Narayana Ayyar 4 can be cited as individuals who have 

contributed to the task of elucidating the import of S~iva 

myths included in the Tirumantiram. The former has done so 

by comparing Mular's treatment of several specific myths 

with that of the Tamil bhakti saint, Cuntarar. The latter 

lA complete English translation is being prepared by , . 
Dr. B. Natarajan and will be published by the Sa~va . 
Siddhanta Church of Kapaa, Hawaii, but to date only one 
of the nine tantras has; been published. 

20ne notable exception is Professor J. Filliozat. 
Between 1971 and 1978 Dr. Filliozat, professor of Indology 
at the College de France, has devoted a series of course 
lectures to a discussion of the Tirumantiram. These lec
tures have not been published but printed summaries of them 
are available from Professor Filliozat. 

3Religion and Philosophy of the Tevaram (Madras! 
University of Madras, 1958), vol. 2. 

40 .. h r~g~n, c . IX. 



has contributed by interpreting several of Mular's mythic 

narratives in light of reflections presented in other ver-

18 

ses of the treatise. In the present work, periodic references 

will be made to material drawn from both of these scholars. 

ANALYSIS OF MYTH 

While acknowledging my debt to Narayana Ayyar and 

Dorai Rangaswamy, I hope to make a further contribution to 

the study of the Tirumantiram by analyzing the pedagogical 

function of the mythic references contained in this trea

tise. Negatively, this means I will not be attempting a 

comparative study or structural analysis of the various 

myths. Positively, it means I will be concerned with dem

onstrating the appropriateness of the mythic medium as a 

vehicle for communicating Mular's conciliatory vision. 

The mythic references incorporated in the Tiru

mantiram will be discussed under three separate headings 

which generally correspond to the way in which the mythic 

material is used in the text. First we will examine the 

apologetic function of the mythic references which appear 

in the payiram (preface). The term 'apologetic' is not to 

be taken in any polemical sense. Instead, it should be 

taken to refer to a kind of critical reflection on funda

mental questions of the faith. The apologetic slant of the 

mythic material can be recognized in two ways: (a) when the 

context calls for a clarification of the philosophical or 
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/ 

metaphysical stance of Saiva Siddhanta thought, (b) when 

the mythic figures utilized in the text are described as 
I 

heavenly beings in relationship with Siva who is presented 

as the One that sustains the many. 

Under the second heading we will discuss the tropo

logical function of mythic episodes incorporated into the 

main body of the text. Mythic references will be regarded 

as having a tropo1ogica1 function when it can be shown that 

the purpose of the narrative is to provide moral guidance 

and spiritual direction. In these verses, mythic figures 

(i.e., deities) are characterized not as lords of the heav-

ens but as types of more or less devout souls that are 

still in the process of being purified. 

Finally we will examine those mythic references 

which can be shown to have an anagogica1 function. Ana-

gogica1 is an exegetical term which indicates that the 

material being discussed is to be understood in a mystical 

sense as distinct from any literal or moral interpre-

tation. In the Tirumantiram, mythic material can be said 

to have an anagogica1 or mystical function (a) when mythic 

figures are described in relation to liberated devotees 

and (b) when the mythic imagery and the reality being re-

ferred to are contiguous as is the case when the drum held 
I 

by the dancing Siva is said to represent the sabda or 

sound that brings forth creation. Verses such as these 



20 

will be seen to stress ~he mystical realization of the love-
/ 

filled truth that is Siva. 

There are several reasons for focusing attention on 

mythic material rather than on the more philosophical and 

esoteric portions of the Mular's treatise. First of all, 

the mythic imagery included in the Tirumantiram is valuable 

for discerning the nature of the horizon Mular had envisaged 

for reconciling the supporters of the Vedic, Agamic and 

Tamil bhakti cults. In the hermeneutical philosophy of 

Hans-Georg Gadamer, a horizon designates "the range of vis-

ion that includes everything that can be seen from a partic

ular vantage point. ,,1 In the Tirumantiram it is the lan-

guage of myth that serves to disclose this horizon in a 

particularly graphic and holistic way. 

Secondly, the writings of the Vedic, Agamic and Tamil 

bhakti cults indicate that each had developed its own way of 

utilizing mythic material. It will be important, therefore, 

to see how Mular employed the mythic medium to reach var-

ious members of the Hindu community and to address the is-

sues which divided them. Finally, my reading of the 

Tirumantiram has convinced me that the mythic references in-

corpora ted by Tirumular were designed to introduce on a 

popular level, the major themes that were reiterat~d on a 

lTruth and Method (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), 
p. 269. 
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more advanced level in the philosophical portions of the 

text. 

DATING THE TEXT 

The dating of India's sacred writings is a notorious-

ly precarious task. with regard to South India, the diffi-

culty involved in such an undertaking has been compounded 

by the uncertain state of chronology which prevailed until 

the turn of the century. In an article first published in 

1891, P. Sundaram Pillay described the plight of the schol-

ar of South Indian literature: "We have not, in fact, as 

yet, a single important date in the ancient history of the 

Dravidians (i.e., Tamils) ascertained and placed beyond the 

pale of controversy."l 

In this same article, which was favorably received 

by the Royal Historical Society, Sundaram Pillay success-

, • • IV-
fully fixed the age of the Saiva Sa~nt T~runaEa Campantar 

and thus spearheaded subsequent breakthroughs in the area. 

The date of the latter was set at the middle of the 7th 

century (ca. 645-675). This enabled other scholars to 

l"Some Milestones in the History of Tamil Literature 
or The Age of Tirujnana Sambandar", 1901. (Reprint from 
1891 published by T. A. Society), p. 9. Surprisingly, in a 
Tamil article written some 80 years later by a leading con
temporary Tamil scholar, this conclusion is reiterated. In 
this instance, however, it is cited not to question the dat
ing of the Tevaram hymnists as such, but to question their 
chronology relative to that of the A~vars. 
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assign Cuntarar, the last of the Tevaram writers, to the 

early 9th century (ca. 780-830). This determination is 

critical for settling the upper limit for the composition 

of the Tirumantiram, because it is in the Tiruttontattokai . . 
(Breviary of the Holy Servants) that we find the first lit-

erary reference to Tirumular. The single line dedicated to 

" . . this Salva yOgl reads as follows: 

Nampiran TirumulaE a~iyarkkum a~iye~ 

I am the servant of our patron and Lord Tirumulan 

(Tevaram 7.39.5) 

Because the Tirumantiram itself provides no histori-

cal dates, describes no specific historical events and men-

tions no historical personages which would make it possible 

to pinpoint the time of its composition, this verse is es-

pecially important. For it establishes that Mular should 

1 not be placed later than the 9th century. The same limit 

may be applied to the dating of the Tirumantiram despite 

lIn his work on Cidambaramahatmya, (Wiesbaden: otto 
Harrassowitz, 1970) Hermann Kulke notes that S. Graefe re
fuses to accept the Tirumular mentioned by Cuntarar as the 
author of the Tirumantiram because the former is described 
as a simple cowherd. "Graefe, S. bestreitet jedoch ent
schieden die Identitat des Tirumulars aus dem 'Tirutton
dattogai , eines frommen Kuhhirten, mit dem hochst gelehr
ten Verfasser des Tirumantirams." (p. 128, fn. 314). Ac
cording to Kulke, Graefe finds it incredible that a pious 
cowherd could be such a learned composer. Thus she feels 
free to date Mular in the early lOth century. Graefe's 
error, however, lies in assuming that Cuntarar describes 
Mulan as a cowherd. This legend~as was discussed earlier, 
is not found in the Tiruttontattokai of Cuntarar but 
first occurs in the 10th-llt~'century Breviary of Nampi 
antar Nampi. 
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the fact that the work is not mentioned by Cuntarar. For 

the literary evidence discussed earlier,l strongly suggests 

that the author's name was derived from references to the 

word 'mulan' which are found in the treatise itself but 

which do not designate a proper name. What this means is 

that 'Mular' is not the name of the sage himself but the 

name assigned to the sage as the author of the Tirumantiram. 

This leaves us with the more difficult task of set-

ting the lower limit. Fortunately, there are certain in-

ternal clues such as vocabulary, themes, images and geo-

graphical allusions which, when correlated with outside ev-

idence that is datable, provide a basis for narrowing down 

the period of composition. For example, there is one verse 

'. • N- • ' in which it is stated that S~va-Jnan~s (knowers of Siva) 

traverse the five regions of the Tamil land. This mention 

of five regions (Tamil mantalam aintu) stands in marked 
• • 

contrast to the number specified in the early Tamil king-

• • . . 
mantalam. Mular's passing reference to the existence of 

• • 
two additional mantalas suggests that there was a consider-. . 
able lapse of time before the Tirurnantiram was composed. If 

c. V. Narayana Ayyar is correct, and so far other scholars 

seem to agree, these additional mantalas can be identified 
4 • 

as that of the Tontai (Pallava) and Konku. According to 
• • 

1 See above p. 9-11 
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Ayyar, both of these kingdoms would have been established 

sometime during the fourth century A.D. Since Tamil schol-

ars assign the early Tamil poetry also known as Cankam* lit

erature, to the first three centuries of the Christian era,l 

it can be said that the Tirumantiram is a post-Cankam work. 

An argument in favor of a still later dating of the 

Tirumantiram pertains to the Sanskritic character of the 

work. Dandapani Desikar estimates that roughly fifty percent 

f th b 1 . S k" 2 o e voca u ary 1S ans r1t1C. This provides an obvious 

contrast with the Cankam literature which is said to contain 

only two percent- of Sanskrit words. 3 Inscriptions indicate 

that the incursion of Aryan dialects in the early centuries 

of the Christian era resulted in the promotion of Prakrit 

not Sanskrit. According to Professor J. Filliozat, it was 

only in the fourth century, under the influence of the ear-

ly Pallavas that Sanskrit began to displace Prakrit as the 

language used in the royal court. 4 Moreover, it was only 

under the reign of the royal Pallavas of the early 7th cen-

tury that dual inscriptions in Sanskrit and Tamil began to 

* . Also written 'Sangam'. 

II. I. Pillay, A Social History of the Tamils 
(Madras: University of Madras, 1975), p. 106. 

2"The Tenth Tirumurai: The Tirumantiram" Tevat Tamil 
(Divine Tamil), N. Sanjeevi, ed. (Madras: University of 
Madras), p. 193. 

I 3J . V. Celliah, pattuppattu (Madras: the South India 
Saiva Siddhanta Works, 1962), p. 4. 

4 
For further discussion of this point see article 

by J. Filliozat, "Tamil and Sanskrit in-South India", 
Tamil Culture, vol. 26, p. 294. 
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appear. 1 The leading royal figure of this period was the 

Pallava Mahendravarman I (600-630) who was both a Sanskrit 

playwright and an acknowledged patron of Tamil culture. 

Considering the combination of Sanskrit and Tamil contained 

in Mular's treatise, it seems likely that the latter came 

from a period after the 5th century. 

In general, Indian scholars tend to place Tirumular 

after the Cankam poets (i.e., after 300 A.D.) but before 

the appearance of the Tevaram saints (i.e., prior to the 

2 
7th century) . Many of these scholars favor the 6th cen-

tury because they regard the Tevaram poets as having been 

influenced by Mular's ideas. This argument, however, has 

not been convincingly demonstrated. Western scholars, on 

the other hand, are inclined to date the Tirumantiram some-

what later. K. Zvelebil suggests the 7th century; J. N. 

Farquhar, the 8th; J. Filliozat posits the 7th or 8th and 

F. E. Hardy, the 9th or 10th c. 

In the present study, I find myself siding with 

those who assign the Tirumantiram to the 7th-8th century. 

This would make the work contemporaneous with, or perhaps 
I 

later than, the Tevaram hymns of the Saiva saints Appar and 

lRomila Thapar, A History of India (Middlesex, 
England: Penguin, 1966), vol. 1, pp. 169, 170. 

2The following are a sampling of the various dates 
that have been suggested by Indian scholars: Murugesa 
Mudaliar - 4th, M. Arunachalam - 5th, C. V. Narayana Ayyar 
- 6th, Ramana Sastri - 6th, G. Subramaniya Pillai - not la
ter than 6th century. 
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Carnpantar, but earlier than those of Cuntarar. I have 

arrived at this tentative position in light of the follow-

ing considerations: 

1. In several verses Mular draws attention to the 

fact that his mantras (stanzas) are being composed in 

Tamil. In one verse he explains with great enthusiasm how 

he came "to do (his work) in Tamil (TM 91). In another, 

/-

he hints that Tamil sastras had not been made available be-

fore this time (TM 97). Finally, in verse 86 this sage 

even recalls how he had come to appreciate 'Muttamil' (the 

threefold arts of Tamil culture). Historically, this kind 

of self-conscious promotion of the Tamil vernacular most 

clearly comes to the fore only at the time of the Tamil 

bhakti movement when the Tevaram saints attack heterodox 

groups for their poor grasp of the Tamil tongue. As for 

the term 'Muttamil', M. Arunachalam has pointed out that 

this expression occurs rather late in the history of Tamil 

l ' 1 
~terature. It is not found in the ancient Tamil grammar 

text of the Tolkappiyam nor anywhere in the classical 

Cankam poetry. Significantly, the earliest known reference, 

outside of the Tirumantiram, appears in the song of 

Campantarj that is, in the 7th century. 

1 - -"The Kal-abhras in the Pandiya Country and Their 
Impact on the Life and Letters There", monograph reprinted 
from Journal of the Madras University, vol. 51, no. 1 
(January, 1979), p. 85. 
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2. Of the three Tevaram saints, Appar, Campantar 

and Cuntarar, it is the latter who seems to have been par-

ticularly influenced by Tirumular. Not only does he men

tion Mular by name but his self-conscious attempt to inter-

pret the mythic material which he incorporates into his 

hymns is very much in line with the demythologizing and 

remythologizing we find in the Tirumantiram. If it could 

be shown that Cuntarar's more critical approach reflects a 

significant change in religious thinking and not just a 

difference in style from the earlier hymnists, then it 

could be an indication that Mular antedated Cuntarar but 

not Appar or Campantar. 

Given the themes, issues and practices treated in 

the Tirumantiram, it can be said that we are looking for a 

period in South Indian history when the Tamil-speaking pop-

ulation had become familiar with a wide range of Aryan 

myths and legends, when Citamparam had become celebrated as 

the centre of the cult of the Nataraj and Sanskrit Saiva 

Agamas were directing the temple cult, and when, under the 

influence of Tamil bhaktas,l the Tamil language was being 

promoted as a popular vehicle for theistic religious liter-

ature. 

This was clearly the situation from the time of the 

Tevaram saints onward, and it seems quite plausible that 

lAppar 129.4; Campantar 3.79.6i 3.57.10; Cuntarar 
7.84.8i 7.100.8; 7.96.6. 



the socio-religious climate of the 7th-8th centuries con

stituted the cultural milieu in which the Tirumantiram was 

composed. In any event, this time slot gives us a reason

ably good idea of the religious environment in which, and 

the kind of audience for which, the text was written. 
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II. CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The seventh-eighth century was a time of religious 

and cultural revival in Tamil land. It signalled a time of 

renewed interest in and receptivity for elements drawn from 

two distinct cultures l - that of the native Tamil inhabi-

tants and that of the Aryans who had migrated to the South 

prior to the Christian era. By the time the Tirumantiram 

was composed about the 7th century A.D., a pronounced 

religio-cultural synthesis of these two traditions had be

gun to emerge, a synthesis in which the followers of Siva 

played an active and important role. 

If we are to see how Mular's use of mythic material 

lAny reference to the Tamil culture as being dis
tinctive, independent or autonomous should be understood 
in light of the following remarks of Professor X. S. Thani 
Nayagam: 

I am aware that the term 'cultural autonomy' 
is misleading and might suggest a complete 
absence of foreign impact. No culture of 
civilized people, especially of a sea-faring 
and commercial people is ever isolated. But 
if it be legitimate to speak of Rigvedic cul
ture or Sanskrit culture or Greek culture ... 
as separate autonomous, independent cultures, 
then it is equally legitimate to speak of the 
autonomous and independent Tamil culture of 
the Academy or Sangam period. 

"Ancient Tamil Literature and the Study of Ancient Indian 
Education", in Tamil Culture, vol. 5, 1956, p. 10. 

29 
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reflects his effort to mediate this interchange in a self-

conscious and systematic way, then we must first have some 

understanding of the sophistication and complexity of the 

early Tamil society and of the kind of interaction which 

had developed between these traditions. Since this ex-

change has taken place from the earliest period of the 

South's recorded history, it will be helpful to consider 

three phases of early Tamil history which have been dis

tinguished by the Indian historian K. A. Nilakanta Sastri. l 

The first phase is generally known as the cankam 

epoch (200 B.C.-300 A.D.). Our knowledge of this era comes 

from inscriptions, compilations of Cankam Tamil poetry 

which are characterized by a remarkable sensitivity for an-

thropological detail, and from foreign sources that corrob-

orate the description provided by the Cankam poets. The 

second period dating from about 300-600 A.D. is more ob-

scure. Thought to be a time when foreign rulers known as 

the Kalabhras overthrew native Tamil chieftains, it is not 

uncommonly referred to as the Kalabhra Interregnum. Rec-

ords from this period are mainly Buddhist and Jain. For 

the third period which extends from 575-950 A.D. there are 

several significant sources, namely, inscriptions, archi-

tecture, Tamil religious poetry and Sanskritic literature. 

lA History of South India (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1955), pp. 2-4. 
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. 
PERIOD ONE: THE CANKAM ERA 

Tamil Identity 

In the Cankam era, we find a complex society that is 

advanced politically, economically and cUlturally. Several 

factors influence the exchange which occurs between the 

Aryans and Tamils in this setting. First, the Tamils have 

a strong sense of their own identity which they retain 

even as they prove receptive to certain Northern ideas and 

practices. Secondly, their encounter with the North was of 

a social rather than a military nature and this enabled 

their native educators to mediate the various aspects of 

the Aryan incursion into the South. Thirdly, the earliest 

of incoming Aryans appear to have been willing to adapt to 

and learn from Tamil culture as well as to disseminate 

their own tradition. 

Had the Aryan entrance into the South been more ag-

gressive and the Tamil culture less highly developed, the 

mingling and merging of traditions may have left the San-

skritic tradition so dominant that there would have been no 

need for a mediator like Tirumular. As it was, several 

factors served to reinforce the sense of Tamil identity 

during the Cankam period. 

A very basic factor was geographical. The Ta~ils 

were deeply attached to their land which stretched from 

Venkatam (modern Tirupati) in the north to Kanyakumari . 



(Cape Comorin) in the South, and was bounded east and west 

by the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian Sea respectively. 

Their bards and poets sang of its fivefold geophysical re

gions (tinai). They sang of its hills (kuri~ci), forests 

(mullai), agricultural fields (marutam), minor arid tracts 

(palai) and its coastal areas (neytal). To Northerners, 

this land was part of Daksina patha(the Southern side), . . 
but to the native inhabitants, it was Tamilakam - the 

abode of the Tamils! 
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A second factor which enhanced Tamil self-conscious-

ness was political. From the onset of the historical per-

iod, Tamilakam was a country that was ruled by its own 

Tamil chieftains and super-chieftains or kings. Of these, 

the most renowned were the Ceras, Colas and Pantiyans - ..-
whose Kingdoms tended to coincide with the natural divisions 

of the land. While the Colas and PantiyaEs divided the . . 
land on the east coast, the Ceras controlled the region 

from the Western Ghats to the Malabar coast. That these 

dynasties were a source of pride for the Tamil population 

is evident in the early literature: 

The pleasant Tamil (speaking) lands possess 
For boundary the ocean wide, 
The heavens, where the tempests sway not 
Upon this brow rests a crown 
Fertile the soil they till and 
Three kings (muvarullam) with mighty hosts 
This land divide. 

(Puram 35) 
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This pride was not unfounded. Asokan inscriptions 

stemming from the latter half of the third century B.C. ex-

plicitly acknowledge the three Tamil Kingdoms as indepen

dent monarchies and as neighbours of the Mauryan Empire. l 

It is also known that Pantiyan rulers sought to enter into .. -

alliance with Rome, and that Roman soldiers were enlisted 

in the armies of various Tamil kings. 2 Nor were these 

troops merely mercenaries. According to Tables believed to 

have been constructed about 226 A.D., some 840 to 1200 

Roman soldiers had been sent to Muchiri, a city (now ex-

tinct) located on the west coast near the mouth of river 

Periyar, in order to protect the trading interests of 

3 their country. 

Trade was another important factor which strength-

ened the identity of the South. For even in this early per-

iod Tamils were engaged in large-scale maritime activity 

and could boast a number of major seaports such as Musiri, 

Tonti, Korkai and Pukar, as well as properous inland cities 

such as Uraiyur and Kutal (Maturai). In one such town like 

Pukar, the seaport capital of the Colas, merchants could be 

seen arriving with a variety of goods. Some came from the 

Cera land with peppers and sweet-smelling sandalwood, 

1 ~ . 
Asokan Rock Ed~cts II and XIII 

2v. Kanakasabhai, The Tamils 1800 Years Ago 
(Tinnevely: The Saiva Siddhanta Works Publishing Society, 
1956) (first published 1885) p. 37. 

3Ibid ., p. 38. 
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with gems and gold from the South Sea, and still others 

with foodstuffs from Ceylon, and manufactured goods from 

Burma, etc. (Pattina, 210-220). The antiquity and fame of 
•• 

such cities has been further attested to by the fact that 

the chief towns and seaports and foreign merchandise of the 

Tamil country, as described in these poems correspond ex-

actly with those given in the works of Pliny, Ptolemy and 

the Periplus Maris Erythraei. l 

The Tamils could also be distinguished by their reli-

gious practices and beliefs. Aside from the evidence of 

spirit cults, ancestor worship and the honoring of minor 

deities which are thought to have been absorbed from the 

• primitive pre-Tamilian inhabitants, the Cankam literature 

indicates that Tamils worshipped a number of deities, the 

chief ones being the goddess Korravai and the god Muruka~. - -
The latter was the honored deity of the Tamils and was tra

ditionally worshipped in the hill country (kurinci) by 

shaman dancers known as Velans. After this cult entered 

into the larger towns and cities, Velans and devotees wear

ing kurinci garlands could then be seen dancing in the 

streets and temple courtyards. (Maturai-kanci.671-78). 

As important as these political, economic and reli-

gious factors were, there was one that was still more 

IThese works were composed in the first and second 
century B. C. For excerpts, see Kanakasabhai, Tamils, p. 4. 
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significant in reinforcing Tamil identity. That was the 

cultural tradition promoted by the wandering bards and 

court poets. Actually, it was the cultural heritage popu

larized by these native educators that made the Tamil popu

lation conscious of the social, linguistic and religious 

bonds which united them. Even Tamil rulers of the Cankam 

age relied on the skills of the bards to culturally unite a 

land which remained divided politically. 

As we examine the distinctive features of this bar

dic tradition which provide a basis for the subsequent re

surgence of Tamil consciousness in the post-Kalabhra per

iod, we will be gaining a clearer understanding of why 

Mular was able to distin9uish the Tamil contribution to the 

development of Saivism in the South. As we then proceed to 

discuss the mediating role of the bards and poets in rela

tion to the dynamics of the Aryanization process that was 

occurring in the Tamil land, we will be particularly con

cerned with identifying those facets of the interaction 

that provided cultural support for the conciliatory stance 

taken by Mular in the Tirumantiram. 

Distinctive Features of the Tamil Cultural Tradition 

The cultural tradition in which the Tamil inhabit

ants had their roots was one which had been initially cul

tivated and preserved not by priests but by musically 
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skilled bards known as panars who worked together with pro-. 
fessional women dancers known as viralis. Since their pri-

mary function was to entertain the community, the threefold 

cultural arts developed by these bardic troupes consisted 

of poetry (iyal), music (icai), drama and dance (natakam) . 
• 

These arts, which were practised together, came to be des-

ignated by the expression 'Muttamil' (the threefold Tamil). 

Although the performances had a distinctively secu-

lar flavor, drawing as they did on folktales and local his-

tory, they nevertheless seemed capable of provoking a type 

of participation and contagious spirit that was formerly 

associated with shamanistic rituals and mantic recitations. 

As S. Singaravelu explains: 

Dancers, both men and women formed an integral 
part of the ancient Tamil bardic troupes, for 
it was they who actively helped in bringing 
about what is now known as 'kinaesthetic pro
cess', i.e., the mental or emotional state of 
the singer was 'translated' deliberately into 
dancer's movements which when perceived by the 
onlooker aroused in him sensations of muscular 
sympathy, and these in turn associated them
selves through memory with mental or emotional 
states which would have produced similar mus
cular effects in his own experience. Thus 
ideas were conveyed from the mind of the bard 
to that of his audience not only through the 
words of his songs but also through kinaesthesis 1 
brought about by the dancers of the bardic troup. 

lSocial Life of the Tamils (Malaysiq: Marican and 
Sons Ltd., 1966), p. 2 fn. 6. 
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Thus the media were very much a part of the message 

in the tradition cultivated by the bards. This practice of 

involving the audience in such a way that they felt 'caught 

up' in the sentiments being expressed, would be taken over 

by the Tamil bhakti poets from the 6th to 9th century. 

The bardic performances celebrated "the sentiments, 

emotions and the ordinary life of ordinary people, of the 

hunter of the hills, the shepherd of the plains, the fish-

1 erfolk by the sea, and young lovers everywhere. They also 

promoted the achievements and aspirations of local chiefs 

and chieftains. Having acquired a firsthand knowledge of 

the social, economic, political, religious and physiologi-

cal peculiarities of the well-defined regions of Tamilakam 

as they wandered from village to village in search of pa-

trons, the bards and their poet successors became adept at 

generalizing and systematizing images and themes drawn from 

local cultures (the 'little traditions'). 

Their poetic compositions were characterized by a 

twofold division of reality into themes pertaining to the 

private 'inner' (akam) life associated with romantic love, 

and those relating to the public 'outer' (puram) life as-

sociated with heroic activity. This was a division that 

was not found in the Sanskritic literature of the period. 

1 X. S. Thani Nayagam, "Ancient Tamil Literature and 
the Study of Ancient Indian Education," Tamil Culture, 
vol. 5, 1956, p. 14. 
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Under the heading of akam, the bards and poets 

dealt with the gamut of emotional encounters between lovers, 

their clandestine union, separation, moments of infidelity, 

sulking, waiting, etc. Stressing the originality of this 

genre, K. Zvelebil has remarked that akam poetry is based 

on a concept that is "broader and deeper than the Sanskritic 

kama."l Another scholar of India, Professor V. Subramaniam 

elaborates on this point: "The Aryan literature of that age 

in India was either sacerdotal or philosophical or, when it 

talked of the relation between the sexes, it was either in 

terms of recondite romanticism or potency or progeny. 112 

Similarly, Professor X. S. Thani Nayagam,3 George L. 

Hart,4 K. Kailasapathy5 and others have shown how the puram 

genre was inaugurated by native bards who were called upon 

to unite the Tamil community with tales of love and war. 

Puram verses included exhortations about righteousness, pan-

egyrics and battle odes, and thus contained many of the 

elements associated with the Sanskrit terms artha (wealth, 

power) and dharma (law, virtue) combined. 

IThe Smile of Murugan (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1973), 
p. 21. 

2Cultural Integration in India (New Delhi: Ashish 
Publishing House, 1979), p. 49. 

3/1Ancient Tamil Poet-Educators," Tamil Culture, 
vol. 6, 1957, pp. 273-285. 

4The Poems of Ancient Tamil (Los Angeles: university 
of California Press, 1975). 

5Tamil Heroic Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968). 



39 

Although it is easier to imagine how the akam genre 

could be adapted by the S~iva bhakti poets to convey their 
. . 

moods of longing and intense emotional devotion to S~va, it 

is important to recognize that puram.was an integral part 

of the Tamil cultural tradition, and that it too provided 

a vehicle for communicating the saving deeds of the all-

powerful Lord. The p~int to be stressed here, and which will 

be brought out later when we discuss Mular's understanding 

of the Tamil tradition is that the puram genre consistently 

celebrates the prowess or greatness of a ruler in relation 

to his graciousness. Verse after verse calls attention to 

this highly acclaimed virtue. 

a descendent of the mighty ones, who put beneath 
Their feet the wide extended earth ••• 
a mighty Ruler, listen to my song 
Who gives to frames of men the food 
They need, these give them life ••• 

(Puram 18) 

The juxtapositioning of the traits of strength and 

generosity appears even more bluntly in the 42nd poem of the 

Purananuru collection where the ruler is described as the: 

"Insatiate giver! and Lord of murderous war!" 

So central was the motif of liberality that a spe

cial kind of Cankam lyric was developed to accommodate the 

bard's desire to inform other minstrels of the generous pa-

trons which he himself had experienced. These songs, known 

as arrupatai or 'introduction' poems, are prominent in the 

Puram anthology. In the following excerpt we see the poet 
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Paranar 'introducing' a fellow supplicant to the generosity 

of the ruler Pekan. 

o supplicant, who with thy troupe are wan 
with hunger's pangs, you ask me who I am ••• 
Before I saw the king my state was worse 

than thine ... 
Pekan, the lord of elephants and steeds 
Gives, for to give with lavish hand is good! 

(Puram 141) 

The Cola King Kari apparently was so liberal with his gifts 

that his court poet Kapilar felt compelled to admonish him 

to be more discriminating and to desist from viewing "each 

suppliant bard with undistinguishing regard. ,,1 Nor does 

this virtue become any less important in the late Cankam 

Guide Poem to Murukan (the Tirumurukarrupatai). In this 
• 

composition, the author proceeds to direct devotees to var-

ious shrines of the Tamil deity Murukan which were scattered 

throughout the southern region. He urges them upon arrival 

at the site, to entreat the deity in the following way: 

"Exalted god, this is a suppliant 
Who many sweet delightful songs does sing 
To please those who desire to hear thy praise 
So he deserves protection from thy grace" ... 
To which the Lord will reply 
In choice and loving words: 
"Remove thy fear, I know thy quest." 

(Tirumurukarrupatai: 403-406; and 412-413) 
• 

" The motif will be given further impetus by the Saiva l' 

bhakti leaders, the Nayaears, who, thinking of themselves 

as minstrels of the Lord, wander from shrine'to shrine 

lpuram 121. 
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singing of the gracious patronage of Siva. In this way, 

despite the shift in emphasis from the king to the deity, 

we find that the notions of graciousness (a1iyan), liberal

ity (vallal) and love (anpu) remain prominent and continue 

to characterize the Tamil cultural tradition:in the seventh, 

eighth and ninth centuries A.D. 

In general then, the Tamil cultural tradition was 

characterized by the threefold arts of music, song and 

dance which had been developed to express the complementary 

themes of romantic love and gracious heroism. Religious 

rituals and imagery played an important part in the cultur-

al life of the Tamils, but they were not the central con-

cerns of the bards and poets who were the bearers of the 

Tamil culture during the Cankam era. It was the humanistic 

elements that were highly developed, not the religious in-

stitutions which remained basically spontaneous and without 

any elaborate theological underpinning. This humanistic 

emphasis/which is especially evident in the wor1dview that 

underlies and unites the individual features of the Tamil 
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tradition described above, is important to explore because it 

further specifies the uniqueness of the Tamil contribution to 

the resurgence of national sentiment several centuries later. 

The Tamil Worldview. The worldview which informs 

the early Cankam anthologies is distinctive in that it reflects 



the anthropocentric character of the early Tamil society. 

According to x. S. Thani Nayagam,l K. Kailasapathy 2 and 

others, the cultural outlook of the Tamils was developed 

at a time when regional communities were being subdivided 

into numerous villages with chiefs and super-chieftains 

presiding over one or more of them. At this stage in its 

evolution, the southern society not only began to focus 

attention on military exploits and on the ambitions and 

achievements of individual leaders, but it began to rely 
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more and more on bards and minstrels to record its victories, 

motivate its warriors and honor its heroes with dramatic 

tales of love (akam) and war (puram). 

The idealized figure of this martial society was 

the learned warrior-lover who took charge of 'world' events. 

He was a leader who was aware of himself as an agent of history; 

that is, as one responsible for the destiny of his own 

chieftaincy. In fact, it would be difficult to find a 

clearer statement of this worldly, self-sufficient anthro-

pocentric outlook of the early Tamil society than that pro-

vided by one such learned ruler, the poet-king Nedunjelian: 

1 "The Educators of Early Tamil Society," Tamil Cul-
ture, vol. 5, 1956, pp. 105-119. 

2Tamil Heroic Poetry, pp. 73ff. 



Those that deserve to be scorned by me 
Have, without fear of valour, spoken in derision 
Of my land, called me a boy, and said 
That I do not possess tall elephants ... 
If I do not fight these kings in a terrible fight 
And capture them and their drums, the people 
Who live under the shade of my umbrella, 
Not finding shelter, will shed tears and call 
Me a worthless king, and I will deserve 
Such reproach. Then may the poets, famous 
Throughout the worl~ •.. no more sing about me. 

(Puram 72) 

... That fool who mocks my purpose 
Not heeding the strength of the mighty 
Is like a blind man stumbling on a tiger 
... If I do not go, fight him, 
And make him suffer •.. 
Then may my garland wither 
In the unresponsive embraces of women 
With black hair who have no love 
In their faultless hearts. 

(Puram 73, Hart's trans.) 
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The anthropocentric worldview which finds expression 

in these verses stands in marked contrast to the mythologi-

cal weltanschauung that is evident in the Sanskrit works of 

the Aryans where the struggles of earthly life are ap-

proached from a cosmie perspective. As K. Zvelebil writes: 

liThe Tamil classical poetry is pre-eminently of this world; 

it makes almost no allusions to supernatural meddling in 

worldly affairs. III In this respect, in particular, the dif-

ference between the Tamil and the Aryan traditions is strik

ing. In the Cankam works, one finds cosmic imagery: 

IThe Smile of Murukan, p. 20. 



Thou art the chief, 0 mighty one! 
Whether the resplendent sun in diverse 

quarters does rise 
Or whether the silvery planet to the 

south declines, 
Still thy land shall flourish ... 

(Puram 35.) . 

In the Sanskrit Vedas and Pura~as, it is cosmic mythology 

that dominates: 

I will extol the most heroic Indra (deity of 
thunder and lightning) 

Who with his might, forced earth and sky 
asunder. 

(R.V. 10,139,1) 

Again, while the South associated natural phenomena 
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such as rains, fertility and health with the righteous con-

duct of the king, the North thought of these same phenomena 

as being secured by the proper performance of sacrifices 

which were rooted in elaborate mythologies, and carried out 

by Brahmin priests. l The worldview of the latter was medi-

ated by priestly categories, in particular by mythic lan-

guage and imagery. This point is brought out in R. N. Dan-

dekar's observations regarding the Vedic texts that were 

preserved by the Brahmin priests: 

(the Rig) Veda is primarily occupied with 
mythology rather than with theology. To put 
it in other words, most of the Rigvedic gods 
appear to have been created for the myths, and 
not the myths for the gods. The Rigvedic 

IG. L. Hart, The Relation Between Tamil and Class
ical Sanskrit Literature (Weisbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 
1976), p. 335. 



religion is directly dependent on myths. 
The myth is the primaryland unique mode of 
apprehending reality ... 

By contrast, the Tamil worldview was qualified by 

basically humanistic insights and folk motifs in which na-

ture rather than myth provided the primary symbols for ex-

pressing a cohesive view of life. Even the religious tra-
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ditions of the Tamils appear to have been free of any full-

blown mythological narratives. F. W. Clothey in his recent 

2 study has demonstrated this with regard to the cult of the 

chief South Indian deity, Murukan. Having examined the ear-

ly and late Cankam works in light of the archeological re-

search done on the p+ehistorical period of South India, 

Clothey has identified three phases in the development of 

the Murukan cult, which underscore the subdued character and 

the minor role of mythological imagery in the Tamil outlook. 

In the first phase where the worship of the deity is 

pre-Aryan in character, references to Murukan yield but a 

single myth-like motif. They allude to the existence of a 

malevolent demon cur who haunts the hills and who is des-

troyed by Murukan initially with a shining sharp leaf 

lR. N. Dandekar, God in Hindu Thought, Reprint from 
the Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 
Golden Jubilee Volume, 1968, pp. 433-465 (Poona: University 
of Poona, 1968), p. 435. 

2The Many Faces of Murukan (The Hague: Mouton Pub
lishers, 1978), chapters 2 and 3. 
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(akarn 59), and later with a leaf-shaped lance. With the 

exception of this modest narrative which will be elaborated 

into a mythic episode some centuries later, the Cankam 

works show a clear preference for legendary or folk mater-

ial. Thus one finds that, for the most part, Murukan is 

associated with the tribes who inherited the hills, and is 

said to have married Va~~i, a maid of the hill tribe. As 

'Lord of the Hill,' he is thought to reflect the beauty, 

strength and youthfulness of nature, and is worshipped as 

the provider of vegetation, the bestower of rain and as the 

source of fertility. Though his divine power or ananku is 

seen as threatening enemies, periodically possessing sha

mans (Velan), and as being invoked by lovers to witness to 

their oaths of fidelity, it is not celebrated in any my tho-

logical context. 

In the second or intermediate phase which coincides 

with the movement of this cult into the more settled urban 

areas, some of the above motifs are universalized; but 

there appears to be no further elaboration of the Murukan-

Cur encounter. Nor is any mythological genealogy associ-

ated with Murukan at this point. 

It is only in the third stage of development, after 

the South has experienced a period of intense Aryanization 

or sanskritization,l that this native son becomes known as 

lThis term, first coined by M. N. Srinivas is used 
here to refer to the process of spreading Sanskritic 
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, 
Skanda, the six-headed offspring of Siva, and subsequently 

acquires a mythological heritage drawn from Sanskrit 

sources. 1 

Without belabouring this distinction between the 

Tamil and Aryan outlooks, one further example should suf-

fice to demonstrate the former's preference for legend over 

myth. This can be seen in the poet's treatment of the de-

ity Tirumal. Although the Tamil grammarian Tolkappiyar 

identified Mal with Visnu,the term Visnu does not occur in .. 
any of the Cankam texts. The opening lines of one of the 

Hinduism, that is, the Sanskrit scriptures, rituals, myths, 
customs and ideas preserved by Brahmins. For further ex
planation of this term see Milton Singer, When A Great Tra
dition Modernizes (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1972), 
pp. 43-51; 260-262. 

lAllusion to the sanmukha (six-faced) deity occurs 
in the TaittirYya Ara~yaka,and a fuller myth is found in 
Mahabharata III 223-232; IX 46-47; XIII 84-86. The first 
references to this mythological genealogy in Tamil liter
ature occur in the verses of the Paripatal (A.D. 4th-5th) 
and the Tirumurukarrupatai (A.D. 3rd, 7th?) Cilappatikaram 
(4th-5th) . 

"In order to prepare a path on the mountain, 
a Lord of six tender heads, 

You took birth in the lotus, a one of six 
tender heads, (with) twelve arms like 
drums 

Beauty of the color of the sun." (Pari. 10-13) 

And in Tirumurukarrupatai (361-364): 
"a Blessea One whose forms are six: Thou born 
of women six and taken up in the palms 
Of one of the five (elements) in meadow 

overgrown 
with Kusa's grass on the summits of the 

Himalayas." 



48 

Tamil Idyllsl do ascribe Visnu's insignia of the conchshell 
•• 

and discus to Mal, but it is in the Akam verse that we see 

the South's preference for legend over myth. In the Akam 

verse, it is the Krsna-like folk image of the deity that . . . 
predominates when the poet narrates how this Lord of the 

mullai (pastoral) district pressed down the branch of a 

tree with his foot and bent the branch so that the cow-

herdesses bathing in the river could clothe themselves with 

cool leaves. 2 Since this legend is not found in any San-

skrit source, it provides a clear indication of the Tamil 

style. 

Seeing that mythological imagery and mythological 

thought were relatively foreign to the South and played only 

a minor role in the indigenous religious and cultural tradi

tion of the Tamils, the question arises as to why Tirumular, 

who was writing for a Tamil-speaking population, should 

have chosen to employ mythic material to kindle a deeper 
I 

understanding of Saivism. To gain some insight into this 

IMullaipattu 1-6. Here no myth is elaborated, 
rather the mythic-imagery associated with Visnu is used as 
a simile to describe the clouds arising over the mullai 
region: 

"From clouds that travel fast with water drunk 
From the cold, resounding sea, and rise from 

the hills 
... Like Visnu who bears 
In mighty hands the disc and right-whorled 

chank ... " 
2Akam 59 
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move, it is necessary to consider how Tamils responded to 

the mythic lore of the incoming Aryans. For our purposes 

this can be achieved by analyzing the way in which Northern 

mythic imagery was incorporated into the Cankam literature, 

and then by comparing these particularly Tamil solutions 

with those found in the Tirumantiram. 

Incorporation of Aryan mythology: an anthropocentric 

approach. The first thing to be noted about the early 

Tamil anthologies l is the fact that they contain comparatively 

few mythic allusions to either Aryan or South Indian deities. 

After surveying the Akam and Puram collections which con

tain 400 poems each, P. T. Srinivasa Iyengar has collected 

only about twelve such references. 2 The deities and ava-

taras described include K~?~a, Balarama, Rama, Parasurama 
I 

and Siva; the latter deity being mentioned six times in 

all. 3 Reading the descriptions provided in these selections, 

it is not difficult to see that the mythic material has 

been skillfully adapted to serve the needs of the more sec-

ular or anthropocentric society of the South. 

IThose collections and writings which are considered 
late Cankam (i.e., post 3rd century A.D.) are the Kalit~okai, 
Paripatal and Tirumuruka~~upatai besides the epics of the 
Cilappatikaram and the Manimekalai. 

2History of the T~mils From the Earliest Times to 
600 A.D. TMadras: Coomaraswamy Naidu Sons, 1929}, pp. 463-
467. 

3Akam 181. 
Puram 6, 55-56, 91, 166. 
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One way of accomplishing this was by transforming 

mythic references into similes and then applying the latter 

to earthly warriors and warrior-lovers. An example of this 

is found in one Puram verse where the poet praises the Cola 

and Pantiya kings as being: 
•• 
Majestic like the two gods standing together, 
One of whom is white and holds the palm flags 

(i. e., Baladeva) 
And the other of dark hue who carries the 

wheel (i.e., Krsna) 
• • • (Puram 58) 

, , . 
Allusions to Siva and Sa~va mythology are similarly 

worked into similes used to eulogize local rulers. The po-

etess Auvvaiyar blesses her respected patron-king with the 

words: "May you be eminent forever as the matchless Lord 
I 

(Siva) whose throat is blue and who wears the silvery cres-

cent on his head" (Puram 91). In an extended simile, the 

Pantiyan king Nan-Maran is showered with myth-evoking epi-. . -
thets: 

'. (In wrath thou art like) Him (i.e., S~va) who 
is riding 

On a strong bull, his matted locks blazing 
Like fire, the invincible battle axe 
And a throat like the blue gem, 
(In strength thou art like) him (i.e., 

Balarama) whose body 
Wields the death-desiring plough and has 

the palmyra flag 
(in fame like) him (i.e., Visnu) whose body 

is the color of the weli:washed sapphire 
And who raises aloft to the sky, the bird flag. 
(In competence like) him (i.e., Murukan) who 

holds up -
The gem-like peacock flag, who is always 

victorious, 
Rides the peacock and is bright red. 

(Puram 56, 1-8) 
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Again, in Puram 55 the kingdom of the Pantiyan ruler .. -
I 

is compared to the third eye of the One (i.e., Siva) who 

destroys the three fortress cities; the implication being 

that the kingdoms of the Ceras and the Colas were like the 
/ 

two lower eyes of Siva subordinate to the former. In these 

similes, it can be seen that the underlying mythic narra-

tives have been 'telescoped' into succinct epithets. Since 

this practice comes to distinguish the Tamil hymns of the 

S~iva bhakti Saints, it may be said to characterize the 

South's approach to myth. Given the elaborate, detailed 

accounts of these myths which are set forth in the Sanskrit 

Epics and pura~as, it is not insignificant that the 

Tirumantiram incorporates, instead, the more abbreviated 

forms of the mythic episodes which accord with Tamil prac-

tice. 

Examining the above similes, it can also be seen 

that the Aryan mythology has been adapted to focus attention 

on the king. Only those details are included which enhance 

the status of the king. Now such selectivity in working 

with mythic material indicates a certain detachment and 

sophistication on the part of the Tamil poets. As one schol-

ar puts it, the Cankam literature portrays a people "who 

know something of the myths of Northern India, but only from 

a distance, and without seeming to believe in them." l 

lPierre Meile, "Mythology of the Tamils," in 
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While it does not follow that such incredulity or 

sophistication would have been widespread among the general 

population, it does point to the likelihood that a portion 

of the educated members of the Tamil society would have 

been similarly detached from the mythic worldview and its 

imagery. This, too, will have to be taken into consider-

ation later when we discuss the kinds of groups for whom 

the Tirumantiram was intended. 

Mythic descriptions of deities are actually quite 

sparse in the early Tamil anthologies. Of those which have 

been incorporated, however, the bulk appears to fall under 

one of the two categories. Having examined. the anthropocentric 

approach and its implications, we have yet to explore the 

second 'nature-oriented' approach, and see how this can 

provide a basis for assessing Mular's pedagogical sensitiv-

ity to the cultural background of the Tamils. 

Incorporation of Aryan Mythology: a Nature-Oriented 

approach. The second approach may be termed 'nature-oriented' 

because it involves the technique of weaving mythic allu-

sions into descriptions of the Southern landscape. It, too, 

has a distinctively Tamil character. It derives from the 

bardic practice of honoring patron-kings with glowing 

Larousse World Mythology, Pierre Grimal, ed. (New York: 
Prometheus Press, 1963), pp. 267-269 sp. p. 268. 
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accounts of the natural beauty and vitality of the differ-

ent regions ruled by these leaders. It also reflects a sit-

uation where nature rather than myth provided the background 

for co-ordinating the various facets of life - social, eco-

nomic, political and religious. In keeping with these con-

ventions, the cosmic imagery of the Aryans was brought down 

to earth, so to speak, by the process of associating par-

ticular mythic references with specific geographical set-

tings within the confines of Tamilakam. A clear example of 

this occurs in one of the Idylls where the cosmological 

myth pertaining to the Creator-god's birth from the navel 

of Vi~~u is transformed into a simile for describing the 

greatness of the northern Tamil city of Kanci. 

The city shines 
Like fair seed vessels of the lotus bloom 
That many-petalled springs 
From the navel of the dark-skinned Netiyon 

(i. e., Visnu), -
From whom was born the four-faced god 

(i.e., Brahma) 
(Perum. 467-471) 

In the same work we find another example where the 

great cosmic myth retelling Vi~~u's majestic repose on the 

body of the serpent Sesa which floats on the vast ocean, is 

incorporated by the Cankam poet as the description of a 

shrine located in the suburb of Kanci. Here the mythic im-

age is simply woven into the more natural, realistic language 



and motifs of the verse. l 

Then crossing foreign town ... thou'lt reach 
Tiruveha town 

Where lives the god that sleeps on a serpent 
bed 

Much like an elephant that on a hill 
Reclines, on which long kantal clusters 

grow. 
(Perum. 426,429-431) 

, 
The situation is similar in the case of Siva. In 
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one of the Puram verses which acknowledges S'iva, reference 

to the mythic imagery of the three-eyed Lord (i.e., Siva) 

actually calls attention to a local temple site. The poet 

simply notes that "the king's umbrella (a sign of his au-

thority) is lowered only when circumambulating the temple 

of the three-eyed God (s'iva) .,,2 In Akam 181, the same 

mythic image of the three-eyed deity who scorched the god 

of desire (kama) is found. The only difference here is 

that instead of a shrine or temple occasioning the refer-

ence, it is the mention of the banyan tree which is the 10-
/ 

cus of Siva's manifestation as Guru. 

Pukar belongs to the prosperous kings who 
desire revenue from (good! landed on) the 
expansive seashore where spread white sands 
heaped up ... ln this town, surrounded by 
tanks, brideS-beautify the yard under the 
banyan tree of the three-eyed Lord of the 
ancient-SOOkS-of the four Vedas-whose 

lIt is interesting to note that in the later San
skrit works which have been influenced by the literary con
ventions of the Tamils, the reverse occurs. That is, na
ture imagery derived from the South is worked into verses 
describing mythological figures. See G. L. Hart, Relation, 
pp. 332 ff. 

2Puram 6. 



blessed sounds spread throughout the world, 
and make images with their hands and drop 
them in the water. 

(Akam 181.11-20) 

This approach may be contrasted with that found in 

the Vedas, Epics and the Puranas. In the Vedas, for exam-. 
pIe, manifestations of the Ultimate are described as being 

cosmic and all-pervasive. If the object of the cult is 

thought to be localized at all, it is in terms of being 

present to the sacrifice wherever the latter is being per-

formed. Nor do the Pura~as show any special interest in 

specifying the locus of various theophanies. Where Krsna 

is born or where Visnu appears is incidental. What comes .. 
across as being more important to the authors of these 

Sanskrit works is that they are able to stress how the 
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avataras or appearances of the deity coincide with periods 

of social crisis which arise not once and for all, but 

throughout the yugas. In fact, the purpose of presenting 

the deity in mythological language seems to be to transcend 

the limitations imposed by both space and time. While the 

Tamil perception of the divine cannot be said to have been 

1 . 11. hI any ess un~versa, ~t nevert e ess 

IThe term katavul which the Tamils used to designate 

the Supreme force, as well as to denote particular gods 

comes from the root kata meaning to surpass or transcend, --.-
and the suffix u~ which designates iwmanence. Thus the 

notions of both transcendence and immanence seem to be con

veyed in a single term. This word occurs in many of the 



retained a particular sensitivity and attachment for the 

place where the deity had descended and entered into con-

tact with his or her devotee. 

This is especially evident in the bhakti period when 

the humanistic poetry of the Tamil bards gives way to the 

religious poetry of the Tamil saints, this practice of as-

sociating a given manifestation of a deity with a particu-

lar geographical site becomes even more prominent. It is 

not surprising then that by the time the Tirumantiram was 

composed, a number of mythic episodes had become identified 

with specific shrines or towns located within the boundar-

ies of Tarnilakarn. Of these, eight acquire a special prom

inance in the South. l The eight include: 1) Tripurantaka, 
I 

Siva's destruction of the three cities of the enemy asuras; 
I 

2} Dak~ari, Siva's destruction of Dak~a's sacrifice; 

3} Kamantaka, his scorching of Kama with his third eye; 

4) Gajaha, his killing of the elephant sent to attack him 

by the rsis of Dandakaranya; 5) Jalandhari, his defeat of . . . . . 
I 

the demon Jalandhara with a discus; 6) Kalasarnhara, Siva's 
I 

battle with Yama, the Lord of death; 7) Andhakari, Siva's 

conquering of Andhaka, an enemy of the devas; and 8) Brahma-
I 

s'iras'chedana, Siva's cutting off of the fifth head of Brahma 

as a punishment for his pride. 

The popularity of these particular myths is attested 
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Cankam works; for example, see Pu~am 106.335; Na#ki. 34,165; 
Ainkuru. 182, 243; Kal.: 46,16; TM 13; also see below p.189. 

1Dorai Rangaswamy, Religion and Philosophy, Vol.I, p. 
180. 
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by the fact that Appar and Cuntarar refer to them in Tamil 

as-attavirattas (the eight heroic deeds).l The specifical-

ly Tamil acceptance of them is indicated by the fact that 

they were described in relation to various southern shrines 

by both the NayaEars and the subsequent tradition. The lat-
, 

ter is specially emphatic in holding that Siva performed 

these eight deeds in eight particular towns of Tamilakam;2 

this despite the fact that each narrative can be traced to 

a northern Sanskritic source. 3 

Dorai Rangaswamy has suggested that the correlation 

between northern mythology and southern geography was prob-

ably influenced by the presence of stucco representations 

of individual episodes found on the wall of shrines in dif

ferent Tamil villages. 4 Whatever the impetus for making 

the association, it should be noted that these links are 

useful for determining which of the numerous Aryan myths 

had come to be favored by the Tamils. 

Because it will be argued that Mular was not attempt-
, 

ing to introduce or popularize Siva lore, but to foster a 

more critical understanding of myths which were already 

well known and taken for granted, it will be important to 

lIbido 

2Atikai, Pariyal, Kurukkai, Valuvur, Virkuti,Katavur, 
Koval and Kanti respectively. - •• 

3por iist of Sanskritic sources, see Dorai Rangaswamy, 
Religion and Philosophy, vol. If pp. 304-372. 

4Ibid . p. 354. 
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explore the kinds of myths which are incorporated in the 

Tirumantirarn. This will be done in a later chapter where 

we will assess the prominence given to the attavIrattas and 

to other mythic episodes such as the fiery lingarn and the 
f _ _ 

cosmic dance of Siva which are also stressed in the Tevaram 

hymns. 

So far in our survey of the Cankam period we have 

emphasized those elements which made it possible to distin-

guish the cultural tradition of the Tamils from that of the 

Aryans. We have also indicated the ways in which the 

Tirumantiram can be related to the bardic tradition of 

Muttamil, the literary conventions of akam and puram poetry, 

the anthropocentric and nature-oriented character of the 

Tamil worldview, and lastly, the nature of the Tamil re-

sponse to northern myths and mythological imagery. In the 

next section, we will conclude our study of the Cankam per-

iod with an examination of the religious and cultural bonds 

that were developing between Tamil rulers and Aryan 

Brahmins. This will provide a general framework for dis-
I 

cussing why Mular and the Saiva bhakti saints had been so 

disposed to link the Tamil and Sanskrit (i.e., Brahmanical) 

traditions, and to stress the greatness of both. 
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Linking the Tamil and Sanskritic Traditions 

The religious climate of Tarnilakam during the Cankam 

era was characterized by great diversity and tolerance. As 

such, it was conducive to the peaceful mingling of Northern 

beliefs and practices with those of the South. In larger 

towns, for example, one could find those who worshipped 

Visnu as well as Murukan and KOE~avai, Brahmins reciting the 

Vedas, and Jain and Buddhist monks receiving devotees in 

their garden dwellings. 

Of the various Aryan groups known to have been active 

in the South at this time, however, it appears that the 

Brahmins had become more influential with Tamil rulers than 

had either the Buddhists or Jains. One indication of this 

is the fact that references to these heterodox groups are 

extremely sparse in early Tamil literature. As J. R. Marr 

observes: "There is but small evidence of beliefs of the 

latter in the eight anthologies, and no reference is made to 

them by name."l To account for the difference in the cul-

tural and political impact of these Aryan groups, the South 

Indian archeologist Krishna Sastri has rather timidly sug-

gested that "perhaps the South Indian Kings of those tirres 'Were 

IJ. R. Marr I II The Eight Tamil Anthologies with Special 
Reference to Purananuru and Pati~~uppattu," (thesis approved 
for the doctorate in Philosophy, University of London, 
1958) I p. 475. 
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more inclined toward Brahmanical institutions than Buddhist 

or Jaina."l 

Support for such a suggestion comes from K. N. 

Sivaraja Pillai who calls attention to the kinds of Brahmins 

that were active in the South. Earlier, F. E. Pargiter in 

his work on the Ancient Indian Historical Tradition, had 

identified three general classes of Brahmins: 

1. The ascetic devotee and teacher, the rishi or the 
muni; 

2. The priest and the spiritual guide of kings, 
nobles and people; 

3. The minister of State, Royal Officer and those 
who followed secular employments. 2 

Referring to this classification, Sivaraja Pillai 

writes: "In the Tamil country the earliest Brahmin settlers 

as testified to in literature seem to have belonged to the 

3 second class." Although this statement needs to be qual-

ified since there are some Cankam references to Brahmins 

which seem to fit the description of the first 4 and thirdS 

lQuoted by K. A. Nilakanta sastri, The Pandiyan King-
dom (London: Luzac & C9., 1929), p. 16. . • 

2Quoted by K. N. Sivaraja Pil1ai, Agastya in the 
Tamil Land (Madras: University of Madras), pp. 30-31. 

3Ibid . p. 31. 

4"Munis (munivar) tend their fires unquenched," 
Perumpanarruppatai~ 583,584. 

5 - . 
E.g., in the twenty-fourth poem of the Akam col-

lection, the expression 'velap parppan' is used-ro-refer to 
those Brahmins who do not perform sacrifices (vel) . . 
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categories, it can be said that the greater number of 

southern Brahmins appear to have been either priests or 

spiritual advisors of the Tamil rulers and upper classes. 

This can be seen by the way Brahmins are described in the 

Akam and Puram collections. 

In both of these anthologies, the terms used to des

ignate Brahmins are parppan1 and antanar. 2 The former oc-

curs four times in the Purarn verses and ten times in the 

Akam verses, while the latter is used about ten times in 

both. Having examined these works, P. T. Srinivasa 

Iyengar3 observes that it is the exceptional reference that 

does not make mention of their Vedic scholarship, their 

chanting, triple sacrificial fires, or their performance of 

the sacrifice. Their priestly character is clearly brought 

out in Puram 166 where the Brahmin Vi~~andayam is eulogized 

as a wearer of the sacred thread, a performer of the twenty-

one (Vedic) sacrifices, a knower of the fourfold Veda which 

has six limbs and as one who is generous with his offerings 

of ghee (heated butter) . -
The alliance between these bearers of the Aryan cul-

ture and the Tamil kings is made explicit in a number of 

verses which celebrate the latter as patrons of the Vedic 

1 - . , Parppan, meanlng the seers' from par - to see. 

2Accordlng to folk etymology, antanar means 'those 
who are lovely' (an) and cool (tan). 

3 . --. 
Iyengar, Hlstory, pp. 217-218. 
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cult. For example, we find the Pantiyan king Muti Kutumi . . 
hailed as palyagasalai, i.e., the builder of sacrificial 

halls. l The co~a king Perunarkilli is even said to have 

performed the Rajasuya, the great Vedic sacrifice as a pre

lude to accepting an Aryan-style coronation. 2 And the re

nowned Cola Karikala was remembered as one who performed 

the Vedic sacrifice in the assembly of the great, noted for 

its knowledge of Dharma, which was guided by priests 

learned in their duties ••. 3 

At the same time, the Tamil kings are linked to the 

great Kshatriya tradition of the North as their activities 

are shown to resemble legendary and mythological events re-

corded in the great Sanskritic epics of the Mahabharat~' 

and Ramayana. More than one Tamil king was urged to be com-

passionate even as was their supposed ancestor King Sibi 

who gave his own flesh to save the life of a dove (Mbh. 

Vana Parva; Puram 39, 46). Elsewhere, a righteous pa~~iya~ 
/ 

king is likened to 'the one (i.e., Siva) with the fiery eye 

who attacked the three forts using the towering mountain as 

his bow and the snake as its string' (Mbh. Kar~a Parva; 

Puram 55). In yet another verse, the Cera king Utiyan is 

lMany are the broad sacrificial halls/where were 
performed great sacrifices/in which famous fire-offerings 
and ghee were burnt in the fire/in accordance with the 
(decrees)/ of the faultless books of the four Vedas. 
(Puram 15, 16-21). 

2Puram 16. 
3 -Puram 224. 



praised for having distributed large quantities of rice in 

conjunction with a dramatization of the great Bharata 

Battle between the Pandavas and the Kauravas. l (Puram 2; 

Cilap. 29.2). These verses suggest a strong religious and 

cultural bond existed between the spiritual and temporal 

leaders in Tamilakam. Later, when we examine the develop-

ment of the Agastya legend/myth in the South, we will show 
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how Mular stresses the value of the spiritual heritage that 

is held in common. 

The bond between the Tamils and the Aryan Brahmins 

received support from other important segments of the 

Southern society. One such group was the influential class 

of Tamil merchants. For in at least one account of life in 

the seaport capital of Pukar, they are described as individ-

uals who 

do their duties for the immortals (amarar) 
offer oblations (avuti; Skt. havis), 
tend with care fine bulls and cows, 
exalt those learned in the four Vedas (nanmaraiyor) 
offer food to guests and 
unstintingly give alms. 

(Pattina. 235-240) 

Taken together, these various passages make it clear that 

there were Aryan Brahmins in Tami!akam, that they were 

lp. T. Srinivasa Iyengar explains that this legend 
has frequently been misinterpreted to mean that Utiyan fed 
the Pandavas and Kauravas themselves, whereas it' seems 
that this is a reference to a dramatic enactment of the 
event at the conclusion of which all are fed. History of 
the Tamils from the Earliest Times to 600 A.D., pp.493-494. 
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priestly and orthodox,l and that the Brahmanical tradition 

was finding acceptance among the native Tamil rulers and 

other significant groups in the Tamil society. In short, 

this can be said to signal the early stages of what schol-

ars refer to as the process of Aryanization or Sanskritiza-

t ' 2 
~on. 

Given the favorable conditions under which the alli-

ance was formed, it is rather obvious why the Sanskritic 

tradition of the Brahmins came to be respected and promoted 

in the South. What this account does not explain, however, 

is why the Tamil tradition was able to withstand the grow-

ing influence of the Brahmins such that it was able to re-

tain its integrity well into the bhakti period at which 

time it was celebrated by Mular and others as being on par 

with that of the North. 

Here it should be noted that the tenacity of the 

non-Sanskritic cultural tradition is not something Indian 

historians take for granted, for it is not a usual occur-

renee. Even K. A. Nilakanta Sastri, who is ordinarily in-

clined to attribute most cultural breakthroughs in South 

India to Sanskritic influence, was sufficiently moved by 

the exceptional nature of the outcome of the South's early 

lIn several places their duties are described as 
being sixfold, and the enumeration given corresponds exact
ly with those recorded in Manu 10,75. See Patir. 24, 
Tirumurukarrupatai, S'i 1 appatI'karam . 

2 - - • 
Term described above, p.18, fn. 1. 
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encounter with the North to acknowledge that "the persistent 

independence of the Tamil idiom ... in face of Sanskrit is in 

striking contrast with the almost total disappearance of non

Sanskritic vernacular in the North of India."l He further 

concedes that there is a need to consider "whether the blend-

ing of the Aryan with the pre-Aryan culture was in essence 

a different process in the South from what it was in North

ern India.,,2 

By way of response to Sastri's rhetorical query, I 

suggest that the uniqueness of the Tamil situation was due, 

in large part, to the fact that the South's encounter with 

the North was of a social rather than a military nature. 

This meant there was no major disruption of the society and 

no sudden displacement of native educators as there would 

have been, had Brahmins entered the Tamil land on the heels 

of the invading armies. Instead, the intrusion of Aryan 

culture, in general, and the Brahmanical tradition in par-

ticular, was gradual and was initially mediated by the na-

tive bards (panar) and poets (pulavar). (One example of 

this was the Cankam's reworking of Aryan myths). In these 

circumstances, the interaction became mutual. This means 

that not only did Tamil rulers support Brahmanical institu-

tions, and Tamil poets incorporate Northern material into 

the bardic heritage, but many of the incoming Brahmins 

IThe Pandiyan Kingdom, p. 2. 
2Ibid . ' 



can be seen to have been significantly influenced by the 

cultural traditions of the Tamils. 

P. T. Srinivasa Iyengar l and G. C. Hart2 in their 

works point out several ways in which these Aryan leaders 

have adapted to the Southern situation with regard to cer

tain cultic practices3 but here I want to focus on the most 

outstanding example of Brahmanical acceptance of Tamil cul-

ture; namely, the latter's acceptance of the literary tra-

dition of the bards. Having already mentioned that the 

greater number of Brahmins during the Cankam era appear to 

have served as priests and advisors to the kings, it is im-
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portant here to highlight the fact that many of the Brahmin-

advisors were court poets (pulavar), and that their counsel 

was often given in Tamil verse which had been skilfully com-

posed in accordance with the literary tradition of the Tamils. 

According to G. C. Hart, it would even be accurate to say 

that their immersion in Tamil culture was such that neither 

the content nor the style of their compositions was essent

ially different from that of the non-Brahmin poets. 4 

lHistory of the Tamils from the Earliest Times to 
600 A.D., pp. 480, 481 and 499. 

2The Poems of Ancient Tamil, pp. 51-56, 67-68. 

3Brahmins laud the war drum, a traditionally sacred 
Tamil symbol, with modified Sanskrit mantras (Pati~~upattu, 
30). Brahmins were called to officiate at a rite in which 
men who died in bed, instead of on the battlefield, were 
honored by being cut with swords before burial (Puram 93). 

4The Poems of Ancient Tamil, p. 51. 



One renowned Brahmin poet was Kapilar. In one of 

his own compositions, he refers to himself as an antanarl 

and, in the work of another Cankam author, he is acknowl-

edged as 'pulanalak karra vantanar,' i.e., 'the Brahmin - -
poet of faultless learning. ,2 Not only did Kapilar con-

tribute verses of both the akam and puram genre, but trad-

dition also maintains that he composed the love poem known 

as Kurincippattu, one of the ten Idylls, to bring home the 

sweetness of the Tamil language to the Aryan King Prakattan. 3 

Nor was Kapilar unique in holding this position. One Tamil 

scholar has identified the names of some ten other Cankam 

poets who were Brahmins4 and another has estimated that 

approximately one-tenth of the 473 Cankam poets were 

Brahmins. 5 Brahmins by birth and poets by profession, these 

learned individuals were living examples of the bond that 

was being developed between the religious cultural traditions 

of the North and the humanistic or secular cultural tradi-

tion of the South. Thus they complemented the critical role 

of the Tamil chieftains and kings who on the one 

lPuram 200: ya~e paricila~ maE~u manta~a~. 
2pu;am 126. 
3 -

K. K. Pillay, A Social History of the Tamils 
(Madras: University of Madras, 1958), p. 177. 

4Ibid ., p. 222. 
5 G. C. Hart, The Poems of Ancient Tamil, p. 149. 
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hand supported the Brahmanical cult of the Aryans, and on 

the other patronized the Muttamil tradition of the bards 

and poets. l 

Looking ahead, it will be seen that Mular and the 

Tevaram poets were actually building on this well-
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established relationship when they set out to celebrate the 

greatness of both the Tamil and the Sanskrit traditions. 

It will also be seen that the Tirumantiram even presents a 

skilfully designed 'my tho-logical , argument in its defense 

of this practice. Yet the very fact that Mular felt the 

need to offer an apologia for this stance indicates the 

presence of some opposition. 

To appreciate why this link was perceived as a con-

troversial religious issue during the bhakti period, and to 

clarify how it relates to other themes dealt with in the 

Tirumantiram, we must take into account some of the polit-

ical cultural and religious changes that occurred during 

the 300 year interim following the close of the first his-

torical period. In the next section, then, we will be con-

cerned with stressing those events of the interim era which 

IThe song of Maturaikanci provides a clear example 
of this dual sponsorship. The poet describes the Pantiyan 
Nedunjeliyan as a generous patron of bards and poets; "be-
cause of the Tamil culture, and as a great monarch who has 
performed many sacrifices (velvi, Skt. yagam) and received 
instruction from learned teachers aciriyar, Skt. acaryas) 
(837-841). Puram 224 similarly eulogizes the Co!a monarch 
Karikala as one who "feasted his minstrels and their fami
lies," and as one who "guided by priests learned in dharma, 
performed sacrifices according to Vedic rites." 
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show how the Brahmanical link with the Tamil tradition was 

strengthened in some circles and challenged in others. 

PERIOD TWO: THE KALABHRA INTERREGNUM 

The second historical period of South India is one 

for which relatively little direct evidence is available. 

According to M. Arunachalam, a historian of Tamil liter-

ature, it is an era that "has been labelled by all writers, 

literary critics, historians and writers on philosophy in 

South India as the Dark Period of the Tamilnatu in the three 

spheres of religion, history and literature. nl It has been 

designated the Kalabhra Interregnum because it is believed 

that the triple kingdoms of the Ceras, C6!as and Pa~tiyas 

was overrun during this time by a powerful enemy called the 

Kalabhras. 

Knowledge of these invaders comes from the Ve~viku~i 

grant (768 A.D.) written in both Sanskrit and Tamil,2 which 

states that Ita king named Kalabhra~3 took possession of the 

extensive earth driving away numberless great kings 

(adhi-rajas).4 Although there are several divergent 

lltThe Kalabhras,1t pp. 3-4. 

2The Sanskrit is written in grantha script while the 
Tamil in Vatteluttu. 

3Aruna~halam explains that although Kalabhran is 
used here in the singular, it is used in the plural 
(Kalabhrar) later in the grant, and thus should be taken to 
refer to a tribe or clan rather than an individual. Ibid., 
p.16. 

4K. A. Nilakanta Sastri, The Pandiyan Kingdom, p.47. 



opinions l regarding the origin, background and activity of 

the Katabhras, I will be working with the re-construction 

put forward by Arunachalam who has argued from a literary 

perspective in his recent monograph, "The Kalabhras in the 

Pa~~iya Country and Their Impact on the Life and Letters 

There. ,,2 

In this detailed study, the Ka~abhras are described 

as a clan of non-Tamil invaders who dethroned legitimate 

Southern kings and more or less successfully extended their 

rule over Maturai in Pa~~ina~u, Kavirippattinam (Pukar) in 

Colanatu and Kanci in Tontainatu, better known as the land - . . ., . 
of the Pallavas. Their language is specified as Prakrit, 

Pali and possibly early Kannadai but they would also have 

had knowledge of Sanskrit. The various branches of the 

Kalabhra clan are shown to be followers of either Buddhism . 
or Jainism. Stressing the political, cultural and reli-

gious differences between the Ka~abhras and those they came 

to dominate, Arunachalam argues that these new rulers were 

responsible for a general suppression of both the 

Brahmanical cult and the threefold arts of Tamil culture. 

Although his arguments do not seem to be strong 

enough to support such a sweeping claim, many of them are 

lArunachalam, "The Ka~abhras," pp. 20-36. 

2I bid. 
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valuable for showing the emergence of Jains and Buddhists 

during this historically murky period. In the remarks that 

follow, I am more interested in characterizing the religious 

activity of the period than in determining the identity or 

activity of the Kalabhra rulers as such. 

The Religious Situation In Pantinatu 

The situation in Maturai and the broader kingdom of 

the pa~~iya~s is shown to confirm this thesis. In the 

Cankam Age, Maturai was unmis~the centre of Tamil cul-

ture in the South. Its kings were celebrated as great pa-

trons of Muttamil and as supports of the Vedic cult. While 

there is no indication of antagonism toward non-Vedic paths, 

not one of the Pa~~iyan rulers of the Cankam Age has been 

identified as a follower of either the Jain or Buddhist 

faiths. Given the intertwining of religion, culture and 

political power in this region, it can be seen how the 

Brahmanical spheres of influence would have come to be 

threatened or at least subordinated with the takeover by a 

Kalabhra clan who possibly were non-Tamils and Jains. 

Arunachalam maintains that such was in fact the case. 
I 

He points out that of the sixty-three NayaEars (Tamil Saiva 

Saints) who are honored in the S~iva tradition, only four 1 

10f the four, only one (Murti Nayagar) pre-dates the 
missionary activity of Campantar. The other three had come 
under his influence (King Pa~tiyag Nedumaran, Queen 
Mangaiyarkkarasi, Minister Kulachirai). 



were born in pantinatu. l He further notes that, following 
• 4 • 

the overthrow of the Ka~abhras about 575 A.D., we find the 
I 

pantiyan queen summoning 'the Saiva bhakta' Campanta~ for 
• • - .1 

the express purpose of releasing her land from the grip of 

the Jains. Campantar, a Saiva Brahmin from the Co!a city 

of Cirkali proceeds to the Pantiyan capital, not unlike one '. -
of the early bards. There he confronts and subsequently 

defeats the Jains with words and miraculous signs. 

Examining the process by which this victory was at

tained, it quickly becomes apparent that freedom from the 
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power of the Ka!abhras meant not only political independence 

but religious and cultural liberation as well. As we see 

in the following hymn sung by Campantar in Maturai, the na

tional identity of the Southern population was rooted in a 

blend of Brahmanical religion and Tamil culture, and thus 

its full restoration was portrayed in terms of overcoming 

the Jains and their Prakritic forms of speech. The rele-

vant lines are as follows: 

1. Listen, 0 you gazelle-eyed Pantiya Queen. Do not be 
concerned that I am a chlid still dripping with 
my mother's milk. I am not one who yields to 
these wicked people who congregate in hill places. 
When the great Lord of Alavai stands by me. 

2. To evil-filled, unbending ones who dine standing and 
roam about naked to the embarrassment of the people, 
who shout and loudly proclaim in the Prakrit language 
(while) neglecting Sanskrit which contains both 
Mantras and Agamas - I am not one who yields when 
the great Lord stands by my side. 

3. To these weird men who wander naked to the consternation 
of the people (even) after being vanquished in vain 
debates in which they argue things are and are not 
and also concede agreement and non-agreement - I am 
not one who yields .... 
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4. To those who are blinded by non-knowledge of the fruits 
of pure (Sen) Tamil and Sanskrit, who wander like 
monkeys naming themselves Kantucenan, Intucenan, 
Dharmucenan, Kanakacenan, and·so forth ~"I am not 
one who yields.... -

5. To the mischievous pranks of those who are devoid of 
compassion but beg for alms from those who pass by, 
pretending to preach virtue to them and to enter
tain them by narrating vain accounts (like the story 
of the bird in the cage) - I am not one who yields ... 

6. To these futile persons who vainly proclaim they are doing 
tapas, such Nandis as Kanakanandi, Pushpanandi, 
Pavananandi, Kumananandi, Sunakanandi, Kunakanandi 
and Ivananandi who vainly proclaim they abstain 
from drink - I am not one who yields .... 

7. "We have no bonds. Concerns have we none." Thus they 
make such impressive statements yet are themselves 
devoid of impeccable conduct - I am not one who 
yields .... 

8. To those who follow the precept of walking behind others 
trembling with peacock feathers in their hands, a mat 
tucked under their arms, and a small water-pot in one 
hand, all of which suggest false austerity without 
submitting to the fire-like Lord who scorched the 
great demon (i.e. Ravana) who boasted none was equal 
to him - I am not one who yields .... 

9. They who shall not adore the feet of the Holy One who 
Brahma and Visnu could not know are like men in agony 
of death; they' pluck their hair with false austerity, 
dust-laden bodies, and mouths filled with words fit 
for the gutter - to them I will not yield .... 

10. To the evil men (such as the Jains) and cakiyars -: (i. e. 
Buddhists) who place not ( on their heads) the roseate 
feet of the Lord, who refrain from worshipping him 
while holding a mat and other insignia and wearing 
signs of false austerity and not following the path of 
the great Book (Ponku Nul) yet making fun of those 
learned in it - I am not one who yields .... 

11. To these incorrigible men in pursuit of the ~ramana (Tml. 
amana) path, to these I do not yield with the beauti
ful"Lord of Tiruvalavai being present within me. The 
one who recited this cogently is the Lord of Tamil, 
Na~acampantar. To those who recite these ten (verses) 
spoken by Campantar before the Tamil king, no harm 
will corne. 

(Campantar, Alavai Haturai decade, 339) 



In everyone of his 324 hymns this saint makes some 

disparaging remarks about the Jains (Camanar)l and Buddhists . 
(Tera).2 His attacks, especially against the former, were 

strong and unyielding. Arunachalam points out,3 however, 

that the brunt of the critique was not directed against the 

Jain doctrine or Jainism per se. Rather, what Campantar 

condemned most vigorously were the concrete Jain practices 

which, in their extreme forms, were anti-social and ran con-

trary to the traditional social patterns of the Tamils. 4 

The Religious Situation In Tontainatu . . . 
Such religious antagonism was not confined to the 

territory of the pa~~iyas. It was also encountered in 

To~~ainatu, otherwise known as the land of the Pallavas, and 

to a lesser extent in C5lanatu where the Tirumantiram was to . 

lIn Tamil, the Jains were called camanar, a word 
taken from the Prakrit sama~a which, in turn, had been 
derived from the Sanskrit sramana, meaning an ascetic. 

2The Buddhists were called tera, meaning the elders. 

3"The Kalabhras in the Pandiya Country," p. 125. . . 
4The Jains who were active in the South during this 
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period appear to have been members of the Digambara sect 
(literally, those whose garment was the sky) who went about 
naked. Other customs which ran counter to the prevailing 
Tamil culture were the practice of not bathing, of refusing 
to clean the teeth, of eating from their hands and of 
plucking their hair since no shaving with a razor was allowed. 



be composed. 

In Tontainatu, various religious groups were active 

/ . 
Salvas, Vaisnavas, Buddhists and Jains. In the capital 

city of Kanci, each of these groups had had its own educa-

tional institution from at least the fourth century. The 

history of the Pallava encounter with the Kalabhras has 
I 

been generally shrouded in mystery but their occupation of 

this area appears to have been less comprehensive than it 

was in pantinatu. If cekki~ar's Periya Pur ana account is 

correct, we may even have an example of a Kalabhra ruler 
" ,-

named Kurruvan who became not only a follower of Siva but 

- - I one of the 63 recognized Naya~ar saints. 

According to Cekki~ar, this ruler had initially 

I • • 
sought to be crowned in Ci~amparam but the Salva prlest 

serving in the temple there refused on the grounds that he 

was not of the Cola line. From fear of this would-be 

usurper, the priests then fled to the Cera kingdom. It is 

then recorded that Kurruvan has a dream in which he is 
, 

crowned by receiving the feet of Siva upon his head. En-
j 

lightened, he continues to rule and to worship Siva. 
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While the reference to the flight of the priests in-

directly brings out the political challenge posed by the 

Kalabhra rulers, it is only later in the time of Appar (7th) 
• 

that the religious tensions of the interim period were 

IK. A. Nilakanta Sastri, The pandiyan Kingdom, p. 49. 
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brought out into the field of recorded history. Although we 

have no indication of Appar's apologetic talents as a Jain 

I 

monk, we do know that upon his conversion to Saivism, Appar 

became an avid critic of the paths followed by both Buddhist 

and Jain mendicants (s~amanas). At various points in his 

hymns, he openly assails their ascetic practices as being 

"useless acts"l, and yet, like Carnpantar, his main objection 

to these groups was that they neither studied the Tamil lang

uage nor dedicated their lives to God. 2 The Periya Purana 

account maintains that Appar was persecuted by the Jains follow

ing his conversion. Cekki1ar further states that his harass-

ment was done with the approval of the reigning Pallava monarch 

Mahendravarman I who apparently was a Jain himself. The per-
I 

secution ceased when the latter was won over to the Saiva 
, 

faith by the example of this great Siva bhakta. 

The conversion of this Pal1ava ruler3 tends to bear 

lTevaram 3.108.8. 

2Tevaram 5.58.9. Although there are indications 
that various groups of Jains were familiar with many 
tongues including Sanskrit and Tamil, it appears that dif
ferent groups of the Digambara Jains must not have been 
proficient in the latter and for this together with their 
denial of the Vedas and worship of Siva, they came under 
attack as those who were harming the culture of the South. 
A more objective assessment of the Jain role in relation to 
the culture will be made in the next section. 

3K • A. Ni1akanta s'astri writes, "There is a verse in 
the Trichy inscriptions of Mahendravarman which furnishes 
clear proof that the king did indeed return to Saivism from 
some other creed which may have been Jainism." Development 
of Religion in South India (Calcutta: Orient Longmans, Ltd., 
1963), p.42. 



out Mr. Arunachalam's contention that religion, politics 

and culture were closely interconnected at this time. For 

Mahendravarman's conversion proved to be a boon for the 

Tamil culture as well as for the S~ivas. The latter estab-

lished his dynasty as an arbiter and patron of the early 

Tamil cUlture. l Since this ruler was himself a playwright, 

musician and architect, this meant that Muttamil was again 

to flourish under his skillful aegis. Even the offical 

court language became bilingual. Whereas Pallava inscrip-

tions prior to his reign had been composed in either Prakrit 

(from 250-350 A.D.) or Sanskrit (from 350-600 A.D.) , those 

written thereafter were produced in both Sanskrit and 

Tamil. 2 

It is against the background of the tensions arising 

during this transitional period that the mantras of Mular 

as well as the hymns of the Tevaram saints should be read. 

For a closer look at how the Tamil and Sanskritic influences 

came together in the mandala where the Tirumantiram was 

composed, we will conclude our study of this interim period 

with a brief sketch of the religious situation in Co~ana~u. 

lRomila Thapar, A History of India (Middlesex: Pen
guin, 1966), vol. 1, p. 170. 

2It is not insignificant that though the eulogies of 
the king remained in Sanskrit in subsequent grants, the de
tails of the grant itself were in Tamil and not Sanskrit. 
An instance of this shift is seen in the grant of the 
Pallava Nandivarman who reigned in 753. Thapar, History, 
p.178. 
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The Religious Situation in Colanatu 

The land of the Colas was physically, politically 

and culturally sandwiched between the dominant powers of 

Tontainatu and Pantinatu. From the earliest times its sea-

port capital of Pukar had been a major trade centre and 

through its various economic contracts it had become heir 

to the cultural influences spilling over from the North and 

the South. From the South came reinforcement of the Tamil 

culture. This was represented by the Cankam description of 

the alliance between "the C5la king who was Lord of the 

Kaviri ... and the Pa~~iya~ monarch who was the merciful ru

ler of Kutal (Maturai), the seat of Tamil learning."l From 

the North, the city was exposed to the diverse religious 

traditions of the Aryans. In fact, it is when the Cankam 

literature describes this Co~a capital that we first hear 

of "settlements of Brahma~as, Bauddhas, and Jainas in any 

-~ 2 city of the Tamil country (other than Kanci)." An idea of 

the extent of the Brahmanical imprint on the religious life 

of the town can be gathered from the Cilappatikaram account 

of the twenty-eight day Indra festival held there each 

year. 3 

lPuram 58. 
2 -
Iyengar, History of the Tamils, p. 354. In Cankam 

literature, Pukar is known as Kavirippattinam, the city of 
the Kaviri. 

~ 
-Canto 5. 
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When Pukar came under the control of the Kalabhras, 
~ 

it was the Buddhist position that seems to have been streng-

thened. Our knowledge of this comes from the Pali words of 

the Buddhist monk, Buddhadatta whom K. A. Nilakanta Sastri 

describes as having lived in the interim following the close 

1 of the early Cankam era. At the close of his Pali manu-

script of the Abhidhammavatara he gives an impressive de-

scription of Pukar with its rich merchants, large palaces 

and beautiful gardens. At the close of a second Pali work, 

the Vinayaviniccaya, the same author explains how he was 

writing from a Buddhist monastery on the Kaviri and how he 

began and concluded his work during the reign of 

Accutavikkanta of the Kalabhra kula (clan) . 
• 

In contrast to the Kalabhras ruling elsewhere in the 
• 

Tamil land, this Accuta was favorably remembered by a later 

Tamil commentator as one who fed the (sacrificial) fires and 

who was like Visnu in extending protection to his peoPle.
2 

Arunachalam takes these verses as an indication that the 

line of "Ka~abhras at Kaverippattinam, unlike the one at . . 
Maturai, was headed by benevolent and just rulers who had 

earned the love and esteem of the Tamil poets.,,3 A possible 

lThe Colas (Madras: The University of Madras, 1955), 
p. 101. 

2The commentator, who lived during the 11th century, 
was Gunasagarar. The two works in which he compliments 
Accuta are the Yapparunkalam and the yapparunkalakkarikai. 

3The Kalabhras in the Pandiya Country, p. 55. 



indication of the religious tolerance experienced in 

Colanatuis the fact that 38 of the 63 Nayanars corne from 
-v_ 

that territory. Nanacampantar was a Brahmin from the Cola 

country but, as we saw above, his most hostile encounters 
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with the Jains took place in Pantinatu. It is also interest-. . . 
ing to note that the Pantiyan Queen who summoned Campantar 

to Maturai had likewise been born in Colanatu. Finally, - . 
there is the observation made by C. V. Narayana Ayyar: 

From the places referred to by Sarnbandar as 
noted for music and dancing, we seem to have 
reason to conclude that it was in the temples 
of the Cola country alone that such accomplish
ments were greatly appreciated. l 

/ 

The strengthening of the Saiva tradition in this re-

gion is often associated with the Co~a king Koccenkanan 

who is thought to have lived in the 5th century.2 This 

king who resided in the inland capital of Uraiyur is remem-

I 3 
bered for having built some seventy-eight Siva temples. 

10 .. d l' 323 r~g~n an Ear y H~story, p. . 

2Those who suggest an earlier date for this ruler 
generally cite the reference made in the 74th poem of the 
Puram collection but the allusion there occurs in the colo
phon, not in the poem itself. The colophons are widely 
held to have been added about the 6th or 7th century. For 
further discussion of this question, see M. Rajamanickam, 
Development of Saivism, p. 323. 

3Both the Alvars and NayaEars testify to this accom
plishment. The 8th century Vaisnava hymnist, Tirumangai 
writes: 

Go to the ornamented temple of Tirunaraiyur 
which was resorted to by the Cola of the 

fortunate family -
who ruled the earth and built seventy-eight 

temples (koyil) 
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Whether or not the Periya Purana is historically accurate 

" when it connects Koccenka~aE with the worship of Siva at 

Tillai (Citamparam), indications are that it was about this 

time or shortly thereafter that this southern shrine became 

one of the most important centers of Tamil bhakti. 

Thus, the political atmosphere of the co~a land ap

pears to have been less hostile to the practice of S~ivism 

and other Hindu sects than it was elsewhere in the Tamil 

country. In this region, the religious traditions of the 

Tamils may have been challenged and curtailed, but they do 

not seem to have been radically thwarted or systematically 

suppressed. It may be supposed, therefore, that with the 

defeat of the Ka~abhras at the end of the 6th century and 

the subsequent successes of the bhakti campaign spearheaded 
~ ~ 

by the Tamil Saiva saints, the re-establishment of Saiva 

supremacy would not have bEen an overwhelming task. It was 

within their own lifetime that both Appar and Campantar saw 

the Tamil bhakti movement inspire a creative outpouring of 

religious literature, art and architecture. That is, they 

witnessed the building of permanent rock-cut shrines, the 

royal patronage of the temple cult and a general revival of 

Brahmanical rites, myths and Sanskrit texts. 

... - ~ 
to the eight-armed Isvara whose mouth is 

radiant 
with the holy words of the Rg Veda. 

-.- --
Also Campantar "Tiruvaikanmatakkoyil" stanzas 1,4,5 and 
II TiruvamparII st. 1. 
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As we examine the Brahmanical or neo-Brahmanical 

character of the bhakti movement in the following section, 

it should become clear that the latter not only undercut 

the attraction of the Jains and Buddhists but also occa-

sioned a heightened consciousness of the religious differ-

ences and divisions within the orthodox community. Our 

discussion of both of these points will provide a direct 

lead into the study of the Tirumantiram as a text which 

propounds a spirituality predicated upon the reality of and 
I 

potential for diversity within the Saiva tradition. 

PERIOD THREE: THE PERIOD OF TAMIL BHAKTI 

If the second historical period of South India was 

marked by the ascendency of Jains and Buddhists along with 

a growing feeling of antagonism between followers of the 

orthodox and heterodox sects, the third epoch was distin-

guished by a broad-based, self-conscious effort to revive 

the Tamil bond with the Sanskrit tradition of the Brahmins. 

With the political revival of Tamil rule having been 

achieved by the Pallavas and Pantiyas about 575 A.D.,l it .. 
remained for the poet saints of the period to inaugurate a 

full-scale revival of religion and culture in the Tamil 

country. 

It is the effort to reclaim the country for 
the Vedic, Puranic and devotional path that 

• 

lArunachalam, "The Ka~abhras," p. 21. 



threw up the S~ivite and Vaisnavite saints 
in Tamil. This movement began in the 6th 
century and gathered momentum in the next 
few centuries by which time the whole of 
the south had been completely swept back 
into the older faith.l 

Given the rapidity with which the bhakti movement 

spread and the intensity with which the theistic cults of 

Hinduism were supported by its followers, it can be said 
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that the conditions were ripe for such a restoration of the 

Tamil-Brahmin alliance. Yet, as we shall see, the Tamil 

bhaktas in general and the Tevaram saints, in particular, 

were not simply advocating a return to the religio-cultural 

arrangement which had been worked out in the past. What 

the bhakti saints were promoting was an innovative under-

standing of the relationship between the Aryanized cult of 
, 

Siva and the indigenous Muttamil tradition of the South. 

Since Mular was concerned with various facets of the same 

issue, it will be helpful here first to clarify what was 

being revived by the bhaktas; secondly, to identify the new 

elements that were being introduced; and thirdly, to char-

acterize the intra-community tensions that developed as a 

result of these changes. Each of these points will be 

taken up separately in the remaining sections of this chap-

ter. 

IV. Raghavan, The Great Integrators: The Saint 
Singers of India (Delhi: Publications Division of Ministry 
of Information and Broadcasting, 1966), p. 19. 
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Revival and Continuity 

The hymns of Appar, Campantar and Cuntarar make it 

quite clear that the goal of the Tamil bhakti movement was 

twofold. That is, it was intended to revive both the 

Brahmanical religion and the cultural identity of the Tamils 

which was rooted in the Muttamil tradition. With regard to 

the first task, the bhaktas may be described as having 

spearheaded a revival or restoration in the sense that they 

were rekindling and spreading a faith which was not unknown 

in the South but which had, for some time, become overshad-

owed by the religious activity of the Jains and Buddhists. 
/ 

That Saivism had been prominent in the early centuries of 

the Christian era is evident from allusions made in several 

Sanskrit and Tamil literary sources. In the Adi Parva of 

the Mahabharata one pa~~iya~ king is shown to acknowledge 

" that his ancestors had worshipped Slva for the sake of ob-

taining offspring. l In a Tamil Cankam verse siva is re

ferred to as one of the main props of the universe 2 and, in 

another, he is described as 

the great lord, the creator of the water, 
the earth and the fire, the air and the sky 
who is the head of the deities. 3 

lChapter 235. 

2puram 46. 
3 : nlrum nil anum tlyum val~yum 

maka vicumpo taintutan iya5:iya. 
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, 
Still other verses suggest that Siva temples were known 

I 

throughout Tamilnad. The author of the Cilappatikararn men-

tions several such temples - one dedicated to the 'Unborn 

Lord' which was located in pukar,l a second to the 'three

eyed Lord' in Maturai 2 and a third located in Kanci where 

the kings who bows before no earthly ruler, comes and pros

trates himself. 3 

Ascetics and Brahmins are also linked to the cult of 

Siva in some Cankam stanzas. Saiva ascetics seem to be re-

ferred to in Narrinai.141 which speaks of ascetics (tavac-

iyar) with braided hair who perform penance under the 

Konrai tree. 4 A more explicit identification is made in 

Puram 166 where the Brahmin Vinnandayam is celebrated as 

one 

. . 

who laid low the strength of those who opposed 
~iva's ancient books (n~l). 
who saw through the sophistry of false doctrines, 
who preferred truth, shunned error 
and completed the twenty-one kinds of Vedic 

sacrifice. 

maluva~ nediyoE talaiva naka 

Maturaikkanci, lines 453-455 
English, lines 502-505 

IpiEava yakkaip periyop koyilum, canto 5, line 169. 

2nutalvili nat tat tiraiyon koyilum, Canto 14, line 7, 

also Puram 6. 

3Canto 26. 
4', , 
S~va s garland is described as having been made of 

Konrai flowers. 



The eleventh song of the Paripatal also refers to Brahmins 

(antanar) learned in the extensive books (viri nul) who 

" 
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were initiating a Saiva festival being held on the banks of 

the Vaikai River. 
..-

It was this age old tradition of worshipping Siva 

that the Tamil bhaktas sought to revive and spread across 

the length and breadth of Tamilakam. In the process, sev-

eral other areas of religious activity were subsequently 

affected. By dedicating themselves to a life-long pilgrim-

age during which they visited and sang about some 250 tem-

pIes and shrines, the Tevaram saints had given a new impetus 

to this ancient practice which had been followed by simple 

devotees l as well as by Brahmins. 2 

In terms of content, the Tevaram hymns juxtaposed 

both Tamil and Aryan imagery and may be said to have in-

spired a fresh surge of enthusiasm for visual representa-
I 

tions of Siva and numerous other deities. On the one hand, 

they incorporated anthropocentric and nature-oriented akam 

images of the countryside and of human companionship to ex-

press the devotees' sentiments of longing and attachment for 

the Lord. On the other hand, they turned to anthropomor-
, 

phic descriptions of Siva - of 'his' crescent-adorned hair, 

1 . - . f Parlpatal 19.50-57 descrlbes a group 0 devotees 
who are journeying to the TirupparnakaEEam Temple of MurukaE. 

2 In the 11th Canto of the Cilappatikaram we find a 
Brahmin explaining how he had come to the South to see the 
famous Temple of the reclining Visnu. 



his braided locks, his ash-covered body and of his mythic 
I 

exploits in order to convey the notions of Siva's majesty, 

might and generosity: 

ah swans that sit graceful 
Amidst the red lotuses that shine (in the sun), 
Tell the Lord of Tonipuram, the Lord of the 

world and of scripture 
That I want to embrace his feet that kicked 

the lord of death. 
Campantar Tevaram on 'Tonipuram' 

The proliferation of visual imagery was impressive. 

Prior to the bhakti period, images of various deities had 

been painted on the walls of early brick temples l and pos-

2 sibly carved on their wooden structural beams, but these 

had all been made on perishable materials. From the time 
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of the Tevaram saints onward, however, an increasing number 

of temples came to be hewn from rock or built from stone. 

The latter were constructed by Pallava kings like 

Mahendravarman,who had been converted by Appar, and by his 

I • 
successors who had been influenced by both Sa~va and 

Vai~~ava bhaktas. The architects of these great rulers 

excavated more than 60 rock-cut temples and both those with 

Iparipatal 19.50-57. Here devotees approaching the 
Murukan temple' point out and interpret to one another the 
signifIcance of the paintings they find on the walls: "This 
cat is Indrai this lady is Akalikaii this man is Kavutarnan 
(Gautama) who returned; this is the stone form she assumed 
thanks to anger." Dorai Rangaswamy also suggests that the 
practice of linking certain exploits of Siva to particular 
spots probably referred to the images of the deity that were 
popular there. 

2TM vs. 1719. 
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pillared mandapas (halls) and those with more elaborately . . 
carved mandapas were embellished with expansive panels of 

mythological figures that were clearly inspired by the 

Epics and Puranas. As if to relieve the massive rocks of . 
their heavy opaqueness, the Pallava sculptors rendered 

visible the cosmic drama of gods and goddesses, men and 

women, animals, plants and the elements of nature across 

the surfaces of these tremendous stone shrines. In this 

way each edifice confronted the viewer with an unforgettable 

visual experience of the saving mythological deeds of 
/ 

Visnu, Siva, Durga, Indra and other important deities. 

The emotional fervor of the Tamil bhakti movement 

reinforced and was reinforced by the dramatic aspect of 

these forms of religious expression. This aspect of the 

revival is especially important for the study of myth in 

the Tirumantiram. Taking into consideration these aesthetic 

developments, it is not difficult to understand how Tamils 

of all classes would have come to acquire a general knowl-

edge of and enthusiasm for various facets of Aryan mythol-

ogy. Nor is it pedagogically unsound to assume that there 

would have been at least three typical responses to this 

increasingly familiar imagery. Aside from a minority who 

would call into question mythological language, there would 

be a small group who would know the fixed theological in-

terpretation of the latter, an even smaller group for whom 

this lore generated new insights,and finally the great 
/ 
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majority whose grasp, on the whole, would be more primor-

dial and emotional than conceptual and critical. 

This limited reconstruction of the religious sit-

uation provides a plausible framework for understanding 

Tirumular's use of mythic figures. As one of those few 

who saw myths as a source of new insights, Mular was able 

to recognize (a) that Aryan myths and corresponding Tamil 

legends had, in fact, captured the imagination of the Tamil 

population, and (b) that the vivid imagery had not only 

strengthened the spirit of devotion but had also increased 

the potential for popularizing a less profound understand-

ing of the mythic narratives. In the case of many who 

heard the myths, there would have been a tendency to ob-

jectify the accounts by reifying them; in the case of the 

priests, a similar situation would result from a laxity or 

a taking-for-granted of these popular narratives such that 

their message would cease to challenge either their faith 

or practice. - / 

If Mular was to employ Saiva myths as vehi-

cles for kindling a true understanding of the Saiva reli-

gion, then it would be necessary to offset this kind of do-

mestication of the traditional narratives. Tirumular's re-

examination of these myths was to be undertaken in the 

Tamil language and this brings us to a consideration of the 

second major contribution of the bhakti movement, namely 

the concerted effort to revive the threefold aspects of the 

Tamil cultural tradition. 
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without repeating what has been already discussed, 

it is sufficient to note that the Tamil bhaktas and the 

Tevaram poets, in particular, were directly and indirectly 

responsible for a renaissance of the Tamil arts of poetry 

(iyal), music (icai) and, to some extent, of dance (natakam). 

This can be seen in the fact that the hymns composed at 

each shrine not only reflected the traditional arruppatai 

(guide song) genre of poetry but were designed to be sung 

as well. As one Tamil scholar explains, the hymns "were 

written in such a way that they could be sung by a company 

of people, some of whom played upon musical instruments, 

1 and some of whom performed dances.: More than 500 of 

their patikams (decades) were in pann, that is, were specif---.-. 
ically set to music. Carnpantar himself composed more than 

350 decades in pann and for this, he was hailed by Cuntarar 
•• 

as "the master of the sweet Tamil language" (narrami~ valla 
N_ 2 
nanacampantan). Campantar, in turn, describes his poetry 

as "the Tamil spoken by campanta,!;,,3 and, in a move reminis

cent of the earlier bards and poets, he praises the reign-

ing Tamil king as the "Pa~!-iya skilled in Tamil music" 

niyal tamil pantiyan).4 
~ _. • = 

(pan--.-

lC. V. Narayan Ayyar, Origin and Early History, p.313. 
2 - -Tevaram 7.55.4. 

3Tevaram 1.1.11. 
4 - -Tevaram, Campantar 309.9. 
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Of the hundreds of shrines mentioned in the hymns of 

these saints, the one that was celebrated as the center of 
/ 

Southern Saivism was the one in which the main murti or 

image was the Na~araj, the Lord of the dance. This was the 

shrine of Tillai or Citamparam which came to be known sim-

ply as 'the koyil,' (i.e., 'the temple ' ) and this setting 

is perhaps the most appropriate for visualizing Mular's 

role as mediator for, if we follow the accounts given in 

the Tevaram, we find it was here that the Tamil tradition 

of poetry, music and dance l came into direct contact with 

the Brahmanical tradition associated with 'Vedic chants and 

sacrificial fires. I 

In one Citamparam Decade, Campantar described how 

the people who tend fire in conformity with learning (i.e., 

Brahmins) live in Citamparam, "the place where the Lord 

willingly resides. ,,2 He describes the ~gamic ritual where-

by the Lord who chose the konrai flower and sang many gitas 

(songs) along with the Vedas, is bathed in sweet melted but-

ter, milk and curd by Brahmins (antanar) who will not sep

arate from him. 3 He sings of the young girls who play with 

balls in their hands in Citamparam where the Lord who has 

given forth the verses of the faultless Vedas, makes his 

1 - -Tevaram, Campantar, 259.2. 

2"citamparam" Decade of Campantar, "karrankeri 
-. " 1 ompl. . .. vs. . 

3"citamparam Decade, "atinay ... " vs. 1 . . -



home,l and of the bhaktas (Tml. pattar) who pour water 

over the Lord, place flowers on him and recite suitable 

words. 2 The picture one gets from the verses of Campantar 
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is of a special shrine, chosen by the Lord, wherein reside a 

large number of good people (nallavar) and Brahmins 

(maraiyor).3 It was in the Citamparam compound that the 

followers of the Vedic, Agamic and Tamil bhakti cults came 

together and, according to the Tirumantiram, it was there, 

too, that Mular received his commission from Siva to com-

- 4 pose his Tamil Agama. 

To appreciate why this document was needed to medi-

ate issues on which these groups differed, it is necessary 

to take into consideration not only the conservative side 

of the bhakti revival which we have just discussed, but the 

innovative side of the movement as well. While the former 

served to align the Tamil bhaktas with the orthodox tradi-

tion of the Brahmins, and clearly distinguished their ac-

tivities from that of the heterodox groups, the latter 

shows how the bhakta leaders refused to be co-opted by any 

religious establishment, whether Vedic or Agamic, and in-

dicates the areas in which they proved to be a challenge to 

the orthodox tradition as well. 

l"citamparam" Decade, "karrankeri ompi. "vs. 3. 

2Tevaram, Campantar, "pat~~rotu- palarum ... " 21 vs. 4. 

3"Citamparam" Decade, "atinay ... " vs. 2. 

4TM vss. 73 and 74. • -
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Revival and Change 

There were several ways in which the Tamil bhaktas 

called attention to divisions within the orthodox Hindu 

community. Unlike the conservative Brahmins who upheld the 

primacy of the Vedic fire cult, recitation of Sanskrit 

mantras and the strict observance of caste,the bhaktas fa

vored the performance of image-centered Agamic rituals 

which encouraged the recital of Agamic mantras and simple 

offerings of rice, flowers and water; offerings which could 

be made by people of all castes. l The matter of mantras 

was important. According to Appar and Campantar, the 

bhaktas, Brahmin and non-Brahmin alike, could be distin-

guished from the non-sectarian Brahmins precisely by the 

mantras they pronounced: 

anta~ark karunkalam arumaEai yarankam 

nankaluk karunkalam namaccivayave 

The rare jewel of the Brahmin (antanar)is 
the Veda with its six limbs, 

The rare jewel for us is the 'namacivaya' 
Appar, 11.5 

centa!a lompiya cewmai vetiyark 

kantiyun mantiraman celuttume . 
The final mantra of the pious Brahmins 

who raise the holy fire 
Is the five-lettered mantra. 

Campantar, 280.2 

I - - I Tevaram, Campantar, 3, stanza . 



Here we see an example of how the bhaktas triggered an 

awareness of intra-community differences, differences be

tween the Vedic-centered Brahmins known as Smartas and the 
I -

94 

sectarian Ati Saivas who acknowledged Agamic practices such 
• 

as the utterance of the pancaksara (i.e., namasivaya). 

Another way in which the bhakti movement challenged 

the status quo of the Tamil-Brahmin bond was by introducing 
I 

the Tamil vernacular into the Brahmanical worship of Siva. 

Prior to the time of the poet-saints, the Agamic worship of 
I 

Siva utilized chiefly Sanskritic texts. Whenever earlier 

Brahmins such as Kapilar had used and promoted the Tamil 

language, it had been for secular purposes, for anthropo-

centric and humanistic literature. Later, when Tamil was 

adopted for more religious works like the Paripatal (4th 

I, 
A.D.?) and Tirumurukarrupatai (7th A.D.?), it was not Slva 

that was celebrated but Mal (Visnu) or Cevvel (Murukan) . . 
Nor is there evidence that either of these two works were 

" incorporated into the public worship of Siva in a temple 

setting despite the fact that the Tirumurukarrupatai sub-
• 

sequently carne to be accepted into the Tamil canon. With 

the composition of the Tevaram hymns, however, this situa-

tion changed. For the authors of these works not only sang 

their hymns at temple sites throughout Tamilakam but they 

, , 1 
urged their followers to contlnue the practlce: 

lEven if these closing verses were added later by 
disciples, they may be taken as reflecting the directives 



This is the breviary of Tamil verse sung by 

Na~acampantar of the famed Cerkali, . -
It hails the trident-adorned Lord of Citamparam 

where live men of lofty principles; 

Those who are able to sing this (breviary) in 

groups are great. 

"Citamparam: Decade of Campantar 
"karrankeri onri ... " vs. 11 

It was not long before these hymns came to be re-

garded as the 'Tamil Veda,' an evaluation that would not 

have been shared by the more conservative S~iva Brahmins 

who favored the exclusive use of Sanskrit as the language 

of ritual. History shows that southern Brahmins had ac-

cepted Tamil in the cultural domain but now the bhaktas 

were making it necessary for the orthodox community to ex-
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amine its willingness to acknowledge the Muttamil tradition 

as an appropriate medium of religious expression, that is, 

as the one to be employed in the context of public worship, 

cultic practice and more systematic religious instruction. 

In the Vaisnava community this issue would be taken up by 

Nathamuni (A.D. 842-924) who sought to bring together Tamil 

devotion expressed in the Divyaprabandham and the Sanskritic 

N - - 1 ; Pancaratra Agamas. In the Saiva community, a response was 

formulated by Tirumular in the 7th or 8th century and this 

of the saints themselves. 

lThomas J. Hopkins, The Hindu Religious Tradition 
(Encino, Calif. and Belmont, Calif.: Dickenson Publishing 
Company, Inc., 1971), p. 118. 
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will be considered in our chapter on the apologetic func-

tion of mythic figures in the Tirumantiram. 

A third way in which the Tamil bhaktas brought an 

innovative dimension to the revival was by their evident 
, 

disregard of caste distinctions. Of the 63 Saiva bhakta 

saints known as NayaEars many were not Brahmins or kings 

but merchants, Vellalas and even a potter, washerman, hunt-.. . 
er and fisherman. l Campantar, who was born a Vedic Brahmin, 

was continually accompanied on his journeys by a lowly 

panar lute player along with the player's wife and their 

troupe. In one verse this saint refers to a panar singing 

the praises of the Lord with great devotion and becoming a 

recipient of the Lord's blessings. 2 According to Cekkilar, 

Campantar even addresses this panar as 'aiyer,' a title 

usually reserved for Brahmins. 3 Opposition to caste privi-

lege is made even more explicit in the following verse of 

Appar: 4 

a! Pools, who speak of various sastras, 
Of what avail is your ancestry and family? 
If you worship S~va saying that he (alone) 

is pure, 
You will gain His grace in a thrice. 

lPor a complete listing of these saints see M. A. 
Dorai Rangaswamy, Religion and Philosophy, vol. II, 
pp. 1103-4. 

2campantar 1.62.9. 

3periya Pur ana vs. 133. 

4Appar 174.3. 



This rejection of superiority based on caste alone 

was not unknown in the South, but up until the bhakti per-

iod, the main proponents of this anti-Brahmanical stance 

were the Buddhists and Jains. With the appearance of these 

verbal attacks, aspects of the Brahmanical tradition were 

being challenged from within the Hindu community. More 

prophetic than priestly, the Tamil bhaktas were prepared to 

critique Vedic and Agamic rituals. Indirectly they did 

this by honoring individual Nayagars such as the hunter 

Kannappar l and the Ve~~a~a Sakkiyar2 whose worship of 
I 

Siva would have been regarded as sacrilegious by ortho-

dox standards since they followed neither the rites laid 

down in the Vedas nor in the Agamas. More direct critiques 

can also be found in their works as when Appar asks 

Why bathe in Ganga's stream, or'Kaviri's? 
Why go to Comorin in Konku's land? 
Why seek the waters of the sounding sea? 
Release is theirs, and theirs alone, who call 
In every place upon the Lord of all. 3 

IKannappar was a hunter who made meat offerings be
fore a S~v~·linga which he_also anointed with water poured 
from his mouth. In Cekkibar's recounting of this story, he 
mentions that these offerings were regarded as polluting by 
the Brahmin s'ivak'ocariyar who was versed in the Agamas for 
performing puja (Tml. pucai). 
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2sakkiyar, a former Buddhist who developed a special 
devotion toward S'iva, as revealed in the Sliva lirigam, adored 
the latter by affectionately throwing pebbles at the lingam 
rather than the flowers which were prescribed in the Agamas. 

3kankaiyatilenkaviriyatilen . - .-
konkuta:r:aku..'UarittuEaiyatile . 



,-
Why chant the Vedas or hear the sastra's lore? 
Why daily teach the books of righteousness? 
Why the Vedangas six say over and over? 
Release is theirs and theirs alone whose heart

4 From thinking of its Lord shall never depart. 

Despite the fact that the Tevaram saints themselves 

crisscrossed the fivefold regions of Tamilnad and visited 

more than 200 shrines on the Kaveri and elsewhere, they, 
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nevertheless, reserved the right to critique the whole rit-

ualistic enterprise. They would freely praise the Vedas 

even as they voiced their reservations about those who re-

cited them without understanding. They would advocate pil-

grimages but only so long as those travels did not become a 

substitute for or hindrance to making the more important 

journey inward. And, in the same vein, they would encour-

age various Agamic practices provided the worshipper was 

able to move beyond the externals toward an experience of 

the Lord himself. Because of this outspokenness, the chal-

lenge of these Southern saints was felt not only by the 

heterodox Jains and Buddhists but by the orthodox as well. 

nonkumakatalo tariratile - . . 
£enkumrca~e~atavarkkillaiye 

Appar, F. Kingsbury and G. E. Phillips, Hymns of the Tamil 
Saivite Saints (London: Oxford University Press, 1921), pp. 
56, 57. 

4- -. -.'-. vetamotllencattlranketklle - . 
EltinulpalanittalpayiE~ile 

notiyankamorarumunarile - -. 
nIcanaiyulkuvirkkanriyillaiy€ - -. --

Ibid. pp. 56,57 
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This point is important because it leads us into a discus-

sion of the ways in which the religious enthusiasm of the 

bhaktas accentuated and called attention to the traditional 

divisions that existed within the Hindu community, divi-

sions which Tirumular would seek to reconcile with his uni-

fying vision. 

The three major Hindu cults that were to be affec-

ted by the religious activities of Mular and the Tevaram 

saints, were the Vedic, Agamic and the bhakti. The suppor-

ters of the Vedic cult were predominantly Brahmins who were 

primarily concerned with safeguarding the Vedic heritage. 

They were steeped in Sanskritic culture and attentive to 

- I the details of Aryan religious law (varnasrama dharma) and 

the sacrificial cult (yajna). Followers of the Agamic tra-

dition were both Brahmins such as Campantar, and non-

Brahmins like Appar who favored the temple-oriented religion 

associated with the worship of images and the lingam. Like 

-
the Vedic group, the supporters of the Agamas preserved 

their ritual texts in Sanskrit but unlike the former they 

generally made use of tantric rather than Vedic mantras. 

Of the many issues which divided these two cults, 

the question of worship was perhaps the most central. There 

were two dominant Vedic groups, the Mlmarnsakas and the 

Smartas, and neither of these confined itself to the worship 

of a single deity. The Mimamsakas, who were convinced of 
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the eternal efficacy of the sacrifice, maintained a basi-

cally atheistic stance. The Smartas, on the other hand, 

were theistic but only insofar as they were willing to ac

knowledge various personal deities such as Surya, Ganesa, 
I 

Visnu, Siva and others as temporary manifestations of the .. 
ultimate personal Brahman. Agamic Hindus, by contrast, 

were devoted to the worship of a particular deity, usually 
I 

Siva or Visnu, whom they recognized as the fullness of the .. 
Supreme Reality. The differences between the two cults in-

dicates that the relationship between them was qualified by 

d 1 · . 1 un er y~ng antagon~sm. 

Under the impact of Tevaram saints, the divergence 

became even more apparent. For one thing, the religious 

activity of these bhaktas clearly strengthened the position 

of the Agamic cult in the South even as it maintained a 

formal link with Vedic tradition. For when Appar and 

Campantar sang of the greatness of the Vedas they were, in 

fact, referring to those texts which directly or indirectly 

I 
praise Siva whom they hailed as the Lord of the Vedas. 

lAccording to P. T. Srinivas Iyengar, the earliest 
Agamic cults were rivals of the Ancient Vedic cult. 
History of the Tamils, p. 104. This is attested to by var
ious passages culled from the Puranas by Appaya Dikshita 
wherein S1vagamas are referred to as 'moha sastras, I that 
is, as (non-Vedic) scriptures intended-ro-delude. See K. A. 

~ 

Nilakanta Sastri, "An Historical Sketch of Saivism," 
Cultural Heritage of India, vol. 4, p. 69. 



He is of heaven; He is above the God l .... and (He is) the four scriptures. 

The bhakti campaign was primarily designed to wean the 

Tamil population away from the non-theistic paths of the 
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Buddhists and Jains, but its spirited promotion of devotion 

to a personal God brought with it an indirect indictment of 

the atheistic stance of Mimamsakas. The popularity of the 
~ 

movement led to an increase in the number of Agamic Saivas 

and Vaisnavas. In addition, the saints' personal involve-

ment with local shrines encouraged the growing demand for 

visual representations of the various deities, over and 

against the aniconic Vedic tradition of the Mimamsakas and 

Smartas. 

On the other hand, the Tevaram saints did not simply 

accept the Agamic cult per ~ but had their own contribution 

to make. In particular, they were prepared to challenge the 
/ 

traditional Sanskrit domination of the worship of Siva. To 

suggest that the Tamil language was comparable to Sanskrit 

as an effective vehicle for worship was a significant de-

parture from the past. For although Brahmins and other 

Aryans had accepted and even promoted Tamil from the time 

of the Cankam era on, they had adopted it for discourse in 

the cultural sphere. Now, by promoting the vernacular, the 

bhakti saints were making it necessary for the orthodox 

lAppar quoted by C. Jesudasan and H. Jesudasan, 
A History of Tamil Literature (Calcutta: The Heritage of 
India Series, 1961), p. 77. 
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community to corne to terms with the Muttamil tradition as 

an equally respectable partner in the religious sphere: 

... He is above the God; 1 
He is Sanskrit and Tamil, and the four Scriptures. 

That the Tamil tradition was acquiring the stature to com-

plement the Sanskrit tradition, especially as regards sa-

cred literature, was clear from the fact that the Southern 

S~iva tradition was beginning to refer to the collection of 

Tevaram hymns not only as a 'fith Veda' but as the 'Tamil 

Veda. ' 

In their own way, then, the Tamil bhaktas offered 

"in part a resistance to the Aryanization of the region,"2 

and as a result they were not only altering the character 

of the relationship which existed between the Vedic and 

-Agamic cults but between the latter and the bhakti cult as 

well. For it would seem that the Tevaram saints were re-

sponsible for raising the reputation of the Southern bhakti 

cult to a new level of social and cultural respectability. 

Contemporary bhakti groups appear to have been more asceti-

cal, more eccentric, of a lower caliber and generally less 

esteemed. This can be gathered from the critical remarks of 

Mahendra Varman, the 7th century playwright-ruler who in his 

Sanskrit farce entitled "The Wild Pranks of a Drunkard,"3 

lAppar quoted by C. Jesudasan. Ibid. pp.77 

2Romila Thapar, A History of India, p. 188. 

3In Sanskrit: Mattavilasa Prahasana. 
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I I 

ridiculed degenerate Buddhist srarnanas and Saiva bhaktas. 
I 

Two specific groups of Saiva bhaktas are singled out, the 

Kapalikas and the pas~patas. 

The Kapalikas were a low-ranking order of mendicants 

which was distinguished by its ascetical practices rather 

than its philosophical views. Its members would adorn 

themselves with garlands made of human bones and carry hu

man skulls as begging bowls. l In the play the Kafialin, 

Satyasoma, is portrayed praising Siva, who ordained drink 

for his devoted followers, and dallying with his sweetheart 

as he dances from tavern to tavern collecting wine in his 

skull alms-bowl. 
- , I 

The Pasupatas were another order of Saiva mendicants 

and they, too, were associated with certain eccentric ascet-

ic practices such as living in cemeteries, offering wine 
I 

and blood to the Bhairava form of Siva, and generally act-

ing like madmen. In the Mattavilasa of Mahendravarman, the 

pasupat~ Babhrukalp~ is depicted as a fool and biased rogue 

who seeks to avenge his grievance against the Kapalika who 

lured away his female companion. 

Since the characters in the satire were drawn from 

the contemporary scene, this assessment may be taken as 

lAnandagiri, who was a contemporary of S~nkara refers 
to two schools of Kapalikas, one Brahmin and the other non
Brahmin. To the former belonged those who renounced such 
eccentric practices including the discarding of the kapala 
(skulls). Jash, History of Saivism, pp. 65-66. 
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being representative of the thinking of the more educated 

members of the Tamil s.ociety. "From descriptions of 

Buddhists and Kapalikas provided by Hieun Tsang who visited 

the region in the 7th century we know that our author had 

1 drawn his characters from the contemporary scene." From 

the Tevaram hymns we can also determine that the Kapalikas, 

- I' Pasupatas or yet another sect, the Kalamukhas had centers 

not only in Mahendra's capital of Kanci but also in 

Tiruvorriyur, Mayilapur (in Madras), Kotumpalur and certain -- . 
parts of the districts of Tanjore and Trichinopoly.2 

While Mahendravarman mocked the shortcomings of these 

sects, the Tevaram poets focused on the ideal image of the 

Kapala as the dancer-companion of the Lord (7.98.1). By 

placing such a positive mystic interpretation on their un

usual behavior the composers of the Tevaram can be said to 

have paved the way for promoting some understanding and ap-

preciation of the symbolic import of their otherwise a1ien-

ating practices. The tradition of earlier Tamil bhaktas was 

also given prominence in the works of these poet-saints de-

spite the fact that the former had neither Vedic nor Agamic 

affiliations and not infrequently worshipped in a manner 

that was abhorrent to both cults. Although such 

1 '1- h '1 Mattavl asa Pra asana, N. P. Unnl, trans ator 
(Trivandrum, India: College Book House, 1974), p. 17. 

2c. Meenakshi, Administration and Social Life Under 
the Pa11avas (Madras: University of Madras, 1938), p. 181. 



105 

non-conformist bhaktas were only individual exceptions and, 

therefore, could be more easily tolerated or overlooked in 

more orthodox circles, they were explicitly praised as ex-

emplars of the loving devotion which transcended the pro-

priety of external forms. In other words, the Tevaram saints 

should be viewed as leaders in the drive to spread a Tamil 

version of bhakti but not as typical representatives of the 

bhakta (Tml.: pattar) groups that were or had been active in 

the South. Rather they were learned, non-extremist charismatic 

individuals who were helping to elevate the Tamil expression 

I • 

of emotional bhakti to a highly respected form of Sa1va wor-

ship even as they sought to revive the Brahmanical tradition 

over and against the Jain and Buddhist sects. 

But in inspiring such a major reassessment of the 

nature of the relationship existing among the members of the 

Vedic, Agamic and Southern bhakti cults, the Tevaram saints 

were raising some new and controversial issues which were to 

make various segments of the Hindu community more conscious 

of the differences that divided them. Though the composers 

of the hymns looked upon S~ivism as a federation of sects,l 

it would take some doing to persuade followers of the dif-
/ 

ferent Saiva groups to adopt a similar outlook. There would 

be a need (a) for a systematic formulation of this position, 

1 Rangaswamy, Religion and Philosophy, vol. I, p. 383. 
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(b) for a program of spiritual guidance that would prepare 

individuals to accept one another for the sake of the Lord 

and finally (c) to institutionalize this unifying vision in 

such a way that it would continue to captivate and inspire 

the religious imagination. It is against the background of 

these threefold concerns that the contribution of Tirumular 

can be appreciated. For it was his task to mediate intra-

community differences by explicating the metaphysical, mor
I 

al and mystical aspects of Agamic Saivism in a more self-

conscious and systematic way. 

In the 4th chapter we will explore Mular's descrip-
/ 

tion of the divisions within the Saiva community, the vi-

sion he proposes for positive acceptance of differences and 

the way in which he sought to communicate his understanding 

to those who would be exposed to his Garland of Sacred 

Mantras. The bulk of our references will be to those por-

tions of the text which contain mythic reference, but since 

it cannot be assumed that the Tirumantiram is well known 

outside of South India, we will begin with some general re-

marks on the text as a whole. 



III. THE TEXT 

LINKS WITH THE SANSKRIT AND TAMIL TRADITIONS 

In the payiram of the Tirumantiram the author refers 

to his work as a Tamil sastra,l a Tamil Agama2 and as a gar

land of mantras (mantra malai).3 These designations, par-

ticularly the last two, are significant for us because they 

link Mular's treatise with the Vedic, Agamic and Tamil 

bhakti traditions even as they signal a breakthrough in the 

way those terms were traditionally understood. The continu-

ity and contrast becomes l\lparent when anyone of these ap-

pellations is considered more closely. 

As Mantra 

The word 'mantra' is derived from the Sanskrit root 

'man' (to think) combined with '~,' the suffix of instru

mentality. It has variously been defined as an "instrument 

of thought or speech, as a sacred text, a prayer or song of 

praise and as a Vedic hymn or sacrificial formula,,,4 In 

Brahmanical circles, however, the word mantra had become 

synonymous with the latter and, even prior to the onset of 

lTM 97c 

2TM 10Sd 

3TM 96c 

4Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1899) I Reprinted 1956, 1960, 1964, 
1970. 
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the Christian era, was commonly used to distinguish the 

hymn portions of the Vedas from the ritual-oriented Brahrnana 

and philosophical-oriented Upani~adic portions. 

The Tirumantirarn acknowledges this usage of the term 

mantra each time it refers to Brahmans (Vetiyar) as those 

who recite (oti) the four Vedas (nanrnarai). Yet Tirumular 

himself does not over-emphasize the repetitive aspects of 

mantras. Instead, he introduces the latter as instruments 

of instruction designed to provoke a critical examination 

of the ethical life, ritual practice, yogic discipline and 
I 

philosophical understanding of Saivism. According to our 

author it is good to offer a garland of hymns (mantra malai) 

to the Lord in song but it is even better to grasp the true 

import, the mey porul of those sacred strains: . 
Those who speak many prayers and praises 
Without having thoughtfully pondered within 

their heart, will wither away.! 

Defining mantra as that which leads the mind to per-

fect single-focused concentration (manam oruvalippattatu 

mantiram), Mular views a mantra as both a sadhana or means 

of realization and as the first fruit born of that reali-

zation. In a broad sense, then, the 3000 verses of the 

Tirumantiram were individually and collectively to be 

regarded as mantras. 

ltutipala tottiran collaval larum 

matiyilar nencinul vatukin rare. (TM 33c,d) . 



When the term is used in the more restricted tech-

nical sense to designate specific verbal formulas, one in 

particular is singled out by Mular, namely the Pancaksara . 
(five-lettered) mantra which consists of the syllables 

'na-~-ci-va-ya. ' 

There are 7000 mantras 
Yet none of these mantras are equal to this one 

(i.e., the unspoken Pancaksara) 
(TM 900 an) 

Here, too, the author has his own contribution to make. 
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Whereas the Brahman preservers of the Vedas were attentive 

to the matter of correct pronunciation and were keen to 

specify who mayor may not hear or utter the sacred hymns, 

the yogi author of the Tirumantiram sets forth mantras that 

are accessible to a wide variety of groups. Even though 

the mantras are looked upon as the holy body of the Lord 

Civan tirumeni), no restriction is placed on who may utter 

them. Instead stress is laid on the inner attitude of the 

devotee, on the disposition of the heart and the focus of 

the mind. When the mind and heart are properly directed 
.-

toward Siva, the recitation becomes efficacious even when 

it is performed silently: 

ninaintu otum cakaram 

ma:ippatu mantiram maE~iya natam 

maEapp~a yokikku aEaneri yame. 

It is the duty of the yogi 
Never to forget the Lord 
While contemplating on the Asa (i.e., unspoken 

Pancaksara) mantiram. 
(TM 731 bcd) 
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Again, those who would achieve peace by repeating the mantra 

are urged to give themselves over to the practice of anpu 

and not simply to rely on a mechanical recital of the words or 

syllables. Thus we read in Tirumantiram verse 739: 

If you practice love (anpu) ..• there will be 
An end to repeated birtfis. Becalm yourself 
Repeating the Asabhai (i.e., unspoken) mantiram. 

In these verses we have a clear example of how the ~ author 

favors the tantric l understanding of mantra which is not linked 

to the performance of sacrificial rituals. It can also be seen 

how he deliberately and explicitly connects himself with the 

Tamil bhakti tradition wherein the recitation of the Pancaksara 

and the theme of anpu were both central. 

In the Tirumantiram, however, the Pancaksara mantra is 

not only associated with the bhakti motif, it is also present-

ed as the sacred formula which encapsulates the spiritual 

essence of the Vedas and the Agamas and thus forms the bond 

between them: 

aimpatu elutte anaittu vetanka!um 

aimpatu elutte anaittu akamanka~um 

aimpatu e!utateyum avatu aEintapi~ 

aimpatu e!uttum poy ancu e!uttame. 

The 50 letters (along with Om) constitute all 
the Vedas. 

The 50 lette;s (along with Om likewise) constitute 
all the Agamas. 

lTantric principles and practices are distinguished by 
their microcosmic or yogic orientation which regards the body 
as the locus of power and ritual activity. In this study, the 
term tantra is used to designate a non-Vedic sectarian tradi
tion in line with that of the Agamas. For further discussion 
see Thomas Hopkins, The Hindu Religious Tradition (California: 
Dickerson Publishing Company, 1971), pp. 112-115. 



Having realized this truth, (one, will see 
The fifty letters merge in the five (i.e., 

Pancaksara) .1 
(TM 965) 

that) 
the 
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What is particularly striking about Mular's presenta

tion of the Pancaksara is that it explicitly encourages 

devotees to visualize the formless five-lettered mantra by 
I 

meditating upon the cosmic dance of Siva as the iconic 

representation of those sacred syllables: 

The (hand) holding the drum, that (hand) which 
is swinging over, 

That (which refreshes like) flowing water, the 
hand holding 

The fire, the lotus-like foot treading on the 
proud one-

Understand these (to symbolize) the formless 
'civayanama. ' 

(TM 2798) 

In the forthcoming chapter we will examine the mys-

tic import of this cosmic dance of the Na!araj. Here, it is 

simply my intention to indicate how broadly the term mantra 

is used in the Tirumantiram and to show that even when Millar 

employs the term in a more restricted sense, he is concerned 

with increasing the knowledge (arivu) and understanding 

(jnana) of religious practices. This distinguishes Hular's 

approach from other efforts which the Indian historian S. N. 

Dasgupta criticizes when he writes: "Belief in the efficacy 

lA similar statement is found in the Unmai Vilakkam: 

The five letters form the Agamas and Vedas dear, 
the five letters form the Puranas, all of yore, 
The five letters form Siva's dance of ecstasy 
And the far off unceasing calm of mukti free. 

(U. V. 44) 
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of mantra and other elements of the esoteric practices as 

the easiest means for attaining salvation retarded the 

growth of spiritual ideas."l In the case of the 

Tirurnantiram, such a charge cannot be defended. For, as 

W. H. Schomerus has pointed out, the Tirurnantirarn is the 

earliest known work to have "made the philosophical ideas 

of the Agamas accessible to the Tamil-speaking population 

of Southern India."2 

In summary then, it can be said that, for Mular, 

mantras were the sadhana (means) of realization and the 

first fruit of that achievement. As sadhana, the verses 

individually and collectively serve as instruments of 

knowledge as well as of practice. As the fruit of realiza-

tion, the mantric insights came to be expressed in various 

verbal, mental and visual forms, not the least of which was 

I, 
the descriptive imagery of Slva's dance. In both instances, 

it can be seen that the restrictive Vedic or Nigama usage 

of the word mantra has given way to a more inclusive usage 

which encompasses Vedic hymns, Upanisadic knowledge, . 
tantric (agamic) yoga practices, Puranic imagery and bhakti 

recitations. 

lQuoted by Agehananda Bharati, The Tantric Tradition 
(Calcutta: B. I. Publications, 1965), p. 108. 

2"The Sources of Our Presentation of the System of 
Siva Siddhanta," Saiva Siddhanta, vol. 1, no. 4, p. 315. 

/ 
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As Agama 

A similar effort to extend the usage of the word 

'Agama' can also be detected in the Tirumantiram. In the 

broadest sense, of course, Agama simply means 'that which 

has come' or 'that which has been handed down' and as such, 

it is a generic term which designated a wide range of non- i 
I 
; 

Vedic religious and philosophical literature. It was com-

monly employed to distinguish certain bodies of sacred writ-

ings from that of the Vedas which were subsequently referred 

to as Nigamas. Buddhists adopted this nomenclature l and 

later Jain polemical writings were called Jinagama. When 

-used in a more theistic context, Agama came to mean 'that 

which has been revealed (by the deity)' and thus could be 
~ 

applied to the sacred texts of the Saktas and Vaisnavas 

as well as the S~ivas. Adherents of Saktism and Vai~~avism, 

however, are adamant about referring to their scriptures as 

tantras and samhitas, respectively. Among these theistic 
/ 

cults, it is only the followers of Siva who specifically 

-adopt the term Agama to designate their body of scriptures: 

The only real books are the Vedas and the 
Sivagamas (the Saiva Books) 

(C.N.C. 267) 
, 

In this section, we will be concerned with the Saiva 

understanding of Agama and with Mular's modification of the 

language, format, content and literary forms traditionally 

1 .. -
Tr~p~dagagama - Tripitaka . 
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I 

associated with Sivagamas. 

The first point to be made is that the topics and 

themes treated in the Tirumantiram were not novel but were, 

for the most part, drawn from an existing Agama tradition. 

Our knowledge of the presence of this non-Vedic tradition 

derives from several sources. Although the classical 

(Cankam) literature of the Tamils makes no mention of the 

existence of Agamic texts as such, it does contain descrip

tions of Agamic practices associated with the worship of 

images. The earliest references to Agamic texts begin to 
/ 

emerge in the Tamil hymns of the Saiva bhakti saints who 

lived in the South between the 7th and 9th centuries. It 

is to this period that the composition of the Tirumantiram 

may be tentatively assigned. As the following exerpts from 

the verses of Appar, Campantar and Cuntarar show, the allu-

sions made by these bhakti poets were brief and add little 

to our knowledge of the structure or content of these writ-

ings. 

My tongue will continue to utter the Agamas 
in the presence of its companion (the mind) . 

(Appar 129.1) 

If we go to Tirukkokaranam we will see sivagamas 
(~ akamam) . 

(Campantar 3.79.6) 

They are praising the Lord of Tiruvarriyur 
who is the wealth of the Agamas (akama celvanarai) 

(Campantar 3.57.10) 



Indeed he is the mother, giving grace 
to one who preserves the wisdom of the Agamas. 

(Cuntarar 7.96.6) 

He is the language of the Agamic scriptures 
for the sake of the world. 

(Cuntarar 7.84.8) 

-
Turning to the extant Agamas which have been made 

available in print only in the last century, we find that 
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these works are Sanskrit compositions which have been pre

served in the Grantha l script. In general, these works may 

be described as manuals of religious instruction which, 

seeking to explicate the nature of the three eternal veri-
. . , 

ties (mupporul) of patl (the Lord), pasu (the soul) and 

- / pasam (the fetters of matter), espoused an integrated form 

of religious practice designed to wean souls from their 

attachment to matter in order to free them for their ulti-
/ 

mate union with Siva. The instruction was progressive and 

it seems that many of the texts were divided into four sec

tions or padas. 2 Each section dealt with one aspect of the 

IGrantha script was the main script employed through
out Tamilnad for Prakrit and Sanskrit writings. 

20f the seven Agamas available in print today, only 
the Suprabheda, Mrgendra, and Kirana contain all four padas . . 

Subryeda: kriya, carya, ~, vidya 

Kirana: vidya, Kriya, carya, yoga . 
M:-gendra: vidya, yoga, Kriya, carya 

Raurava Agama contains 2 sections, vidya and kriya. Others 

like Ajit, Kamika and Karana contain only the kriya pada. 

For further details regarding the content of specific Agamas, 
see M. Arunachalam, "The s'aiva Agamas," Saiva Siddhanta, 
vol. 3, no. 2, pp. 90-112, and J. Gonda, Medieval Religious 
Literature (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1977), chapters 
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fourfold teachings on daily religious observances (carya), 
I 

ritual worship (kriya), yogic discipline (yoga), and Saiva 

doctrine (vidya). The subject matter of individual Agamas 

varies but the above-mentioned themes characterize these 

works as a whole and thus provide an initial basis for 

making a general comparison with the Tirumantiram. 

Like the Tevaram poets, Mular mentions the existence 
I, _ 

of Slvagamas: 

All the following (things of the temple) constitute 
The linga: the pearls, precious stones, 
The beads of coral, the carved wood, the stone image, 
The Agama of the Father (attan akama) ... 

(TM 1719) 

Unlike the verses of Appar and others, however, the 

composition of Tirumular not only refers to the Agamas, it 

is the earliest Tamil work to reflect their theology in a 

systematic way. What distinguishes the Tirumantiram even 

further is the creative way in which it reworks traditional 

Agamic material and restructures the traditional Agamic 

format. 

STRUCTURE OF THE TEXT 

The Tirumantiram is divided into nine chapters which 

are designated by the term 'tantra,' a Sanskrit word meaning 

'that which is spread out' or 'that which extends (knowl-

edge) . ' In Sanskrit works, the word tantra is often used 

XI and XII. 
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interchangeably with the word Agama. This can be seen when 

a given Agama records its transmission under a section 

headed "tantra avatira patalam," that is, a section concern-

ing the descent of the tantra. In the Tirumantiram these 

terms also occur together. 

In 9 tantras and 3000 (mantras) 
He expounded the beautiful Agama. 

(TM 10Scd) 

In terms of content, it is clear that Mular was re-

ferring to well-established Agamic practices and beliefs. 

Structure-wise, however, it is difficult to see how these 

nine tantras can be brought into line either with the tra-

ditional fourfold schema evident in the extant Agamas or 

with the threefold one recognized by our sage. l For the 

nine tantras tend to deal with separate topics which are so 

clearly delineated that one South Indian scholar remarked, 

"there appears, at the outside, to be no connection between 

one tantra and another. "2 

There are at least two ways of responding to such a 

characterization. One way would be to acquiesce and accept 

K. Zvelebil's assessment of the Tirumantiram as a collection 

of "self-contained solitary stanzas" that are united by 

lAccording to the TM 1429, the Agamas are 28 in num
ber, come from 9 manifestations of Rudra and are divided 
into 3 parts; i.e., karma (rites), upasana (worship or ser
vice) and jnana (knowledge). 

2 Ayyar, Origin and Early History, pp. 229, 230. 



118 

"a fundamental unity of thought and motivation"l but with 

no necessary connection or ordered sequence occurring be-

tween the individual verses. Another response would be to 

show that each of the nine tantras are merely summaries of 

given Agamas such as the 9 listed in verse 73 2 of the 

Tirumantiram. 

The latter suggestion was made by the commentator 

V. V. Ramana Sastri who has a vested interest in linking 

the Tirumantiram exclusively with the great Sanskrit tradi-

tion. It is an attempt to rule out the possibility that 

the Tirumantiram was a creative effort which entailed the 

reworking of the Sanskrit Agamic tradition in light of the 

Tamil culture of the South. Since K. Zvelebil's comments 

will be challenged in the forthcoming chapters, I will ad-

dress my remarks here to the opinion expressed by Ramana 

Sastri. Aside from the fact that there is good reason to 

believe that the 73rd verse was a later interpolation,3 

lTamil Literature, p. 55. 

2The Agamas received (from the Lord) are the Karanam, 

Kamikam, 

The good VIram, the lofty Cintam, the Vatulam, 

The Viyamalam and the Kalottaram, 

The Cuppiram and crowned by the Makutam 

(TM 73) 

. 

3Mr . K. Vajravelu Mudaliar is of the opinion that 
this verse has been interpolated in order to give credence 
to the existence of 28 Agamas. He arrived at this position 
after examining several Tamil lexicographies called Nika~du. 
Although the latter are definite about the number of Vedas, 
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Sastri's proposal is doubtful on three counts. First of 

all, the verse in question merely lists the nine Agamas and 

gives no support to the thesis that they can be placed in a 

one to one correspondence with the tantras of the 

Tirumantiram. Secondly, all of the Agamas mentioned in this 

stanza are not available for perusal and therefore it is 

impossible to corroborate such speculation. Lastly, the 

topics treated in the extant Agamas are so diverse that any 

attempt to correlate the latter with the subject matter 

covered in the individual tantras of the Tirumantiram could 

only be arbitrary or forced. 

My own position with regard to understanding Mular's 

usage of the term Agama is more in line with that of T. V. 

Sadasiva pandarthar,l a Tamil scholar who was of the opin-

ion that the nine tantras of the Tirumantiram were modelled 

after individual Agamas only in a broader, more general 

sense. A brief survey of the nine chapters will indicate 

the distribution of subject matter and provide a framework 

for discussing how the mythic material incorporated into 

the treatise reflects the overall thrust of this work. 

angas, Pura~as, Upapura~as and smrtis, they remain silent 
over the number of Agamas. These'works are dated from the 
ninth century and later. (Letter received from Mr. Mudaliar, 
Maturai Kamaraj University, Dept. of Philosophy, Dec.5, 1978.) 

lA History of Tamil Literature (250-600 A.D.), 
(Annamalainagar: Annamalai University, 1957), pp. 82, 83. 
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GENERAL CONTENT 

Tantra one opens with a celebration of the divine 

instruction (upatesam) which reveals that the purpose of 

- I 
creation is to provide a milieu wherein souls (pasu) may be 

- I educated to move beyond attachment to matter (pasam) in or-

der to acquire true knowledge of the one Lord (pati) who is 

love (Tml. anpu). Qualifications for entering the path of 

realization are also outlined. Actions to be avoided and 

virtues to be cultivated are designated 'aram' (Skt. dharma) 

yet the religious incentive for regulating one's conduct is 

linked not to vidhi (religious injunctions) but to medita-

tion on the transitory nature of earthly existence. The 

soul's anticipated awakening is attributed to the grace 

(Tml. arul) of Siva. Those who are prepared to understand . 
and accept that grace are contrasted with spiritual illit

erates (Tml. kallatar). Various daily observances (carya) 

and ritual practices (kriya), including the fire-sacrifice 

(ahuti) performed by those who know the Vedas, are acknowl-

edged as stepping stones to the attainment of truth (unmai) 

provided they are performed with patti (Skt. bhakti). This 

tantra has 224 verses. 

Chapter two introduces a number of S~ivite myths 

which were popular among followers of the various cults 

Vedic, Agamic and bhakti. Then there follows a lengthy 

description of a central Agamic doctrine, the Pancakrty~ 
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or five-fold cosmic functions of the Lord. Five sections 

are set aside to comment on each of these functions which 

include creation (srsti), preservation (sthiti), destruction 

(samhara), obscuration (tirobhava) and the descent of grace 

(anugraha). The remaining 12 sections of the chapter touch on 

the development of the human embryo, the condition of different 

classes of embodied souls (sakalar) and a variety of popular 

and temple-related practices. It has 212 verses. 

The third tantra begins with a fairly detailed pres

entation of the basics for the eight-limbed (astanga) ~ .. 
of patanjali. While the inclusion of the niyama (proscrip

tions) and yama (prescriptions) is in keeping with f.1lilar' s 

commitment to bringing out the ethical demands of religious 

life, it distinguishes the Tirumantiram from the Slivagamas 

where the yogapada forms the briefest section of the text 

and where it is more usual to find a description of only six 

l ' .) 1 ~mbs (angas . l-1u1ar's presentation can also be distin-

guished from that found in the Yoga Sutra, for although 

eight limbs are discussed, our Y29l does not stress the fi-

nal cessation of consciousness (nirodha) but, instead, 
I 

speaks of union with Siva (TM 739). The latter is portrayed 

IThe six are: the holding back of the mind from ob
jects of sense (pratyahara), meditation (dhyana), breath
control (praDayama) I concentration on particular objects 
(dhara~a), speculation (tarka), becoming one with the ob
ject (samadhi). Yama and niyama are omitted. 
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as a yoga qualified by love (anpu). Here the body is de-

scribed as a temple wherein the devotee experiences the 

bliss of the Lord who is the revealer of the Vedas as well 

as the Agamas. The Pancaksara or five-lettered mantra (i.e, 

namacivaya) is praised as the vehicle of realization. There 

are 725 verses in this chapter. 

" The fourth tantra explains the practice of Slva ~ 

also known as mantra ~, which requires the aid of var-

ious mandalas or mystical diagrams and breath control. This 

is perhaps the most difficult section for the uninitiated 

to appreciate. Here mantras are described as diverse forms 

of s~kti and particular emphasis is placed on the importance 

of the asabai (unspoken) mantra which is regarded as the silent 

counterpart of the Pancaksara mantra. References are also 

made to the Lord's cosmic dance and to the glories of the 

Divine sakti (energy) who is viewed as that part of the Lord 

/OJ 
that revealed the Vedic truths and authored the Pancakrtya~ 

(the fivefold cosmic acts). There are 535 verses. 

The fifth tantra provides a resume of the main fea

tures of the different Saiva schools; distinguishing them, 

in turn, from various unspecified religious sects. Reject-

ing the orthodox tendency to propose a hiatus between karma 

kanda 
, .... -

and Jnana kanda, that is, between knowledge and ac-

tion, this chapter recommends participation in the four 

graded steps of carya, kriya, ~, and vidya or jnana. 
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This tantra, which con.tains 154 verses, stresses the importance 

of carya and recommends these practices for all regardless of 

caste or class. Similarly, the goals to be attained are corre-

lated not with social positions but with spiritual dispositions. 
, 

In the sixth tantra, Siva is shown to be the Guru who 
I 

alone enables the soul to discern that which is sat (Sivam) 

asat (bondage) and satasat (atma or self), (TM 1573). This 

highest instruction is seen to come from within, from the 
I 

heart-space where Siva dwells. It is made clear that not all 

paths lead to the ultimate goal and that half-hearted efforts 

are self-defeating. The chapter concludes with a description 

of the characteristics of a deserving disciple. The latter is 

explicitly distinguished from the pretenders and other pseudo-
,..J_ , 
]nanlS who possess the externals of religion but are lacking 

in motivation and knowledge. As Narayana Ayyar observes, the 

sixth tantra is essentially an illuminating expose of the 
I 

Siva bhakti path. This chapter contains 131 verses. 

The seventh chapter with 418 verses recounts the prac-

tical experiences of a ~ and thus forms a logical sequel to 

the instruction received from the guru in the previous tantra. 

This includes a general description of the six cakras or 

internal regions of the body that could be thought of as a 

micro-cosmic mandalam that could be utilized for meditation 

purposes. The purificiation of these centres is shown to 
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lead to the perception of five different lingas: the a~~a 

(world), pinda (body), Sadasiva guru (manifested god-form) , 

atma (self) and jnana (the lingam of knowledge). It also 
I 

leads to the appreciation of Agamic practices such as Siva-

puja, guru-puja and Mahesvara puja. 

The eighth tantra containing 527 verses details the 

states of consciousness such as waking, sleeping, dreamless 

sleep, etc. which are associated with advanced understanding 

and the disappearance of all impurities especially the cessa-

tion of all thought of egotistic agency. It is in this section 

that we find Vedic, Agamic and bhakti elements explicitly 

reconciled in the most unequivocal terms as the end of the 

Veda. That is, the Vedanta, is said to concur with Siddhanta 

even as these systems merge in love (i.e., God) which is the 

object (neya) of knowledge (TM 2382) . 

The ninth tantra concludes the work with a discourse 
I 

on ultimate bliss, referred to as Siva bhoga, which is enjoyed 

by the sanctified. This concluding chapter includes a moving 
I 

description of the mythological cosmic dance of Siva, the 

Na~araj, which comes to epitomize and symbolize the teachings 

presented throughout the treatise. It contains 397 verses. 

STYLE OF THE TEXT 

As this brief outline indicates, the Tirumantiram 

was not a tightly knit philosophical treatise but a manual 

of progressive religious instruction which was loosely 
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structured to facilitate commentary on the gamut of Agamic 

practices and beliefs. Further, it was designed to reiter-

ate themes on more than one level. Because of this, not 

all sections of the work are equally accessible to every 

reader. For instance, certain portions of the manual deal-

ing with advance techniques in tantric yoga are deliberately 

written in guarded esoteric languagel and, consequently, 

remain largely unintelligible to the uninitiated. Elsewhere 

in the text, problems of interpretation are raised by the 

frequent use of the numerals one, two, five, seven, nine, 

etc., which appears to be a favorite device of Tamil mystics 

k . 2 nown as s~ttars. Unqualified, the numeral five may refer 

to the senses, but it may also be an allusion to the five 

1 For example, verse 2872 reads: 

There is a plough to which three are yoked, 
with which a tr~gular field is ploughed. 
If they are properly directed, it will hit a pillar. 
Those who do not plough the field with folded tongue, 
they fetter their feet and plough barren salt land. 

(According to the commentator, A. Visvanatha Pillai, the 
plough with the three (animals) refers to the life-breath 
that is inhaled, suspended and exhaled. The triangular 
field is the muladhara. The pillar is the spinal cord. 
The folding of the tongue refers to a yogic practice. The 
import is that one needs a competent guru to perform yoga 
correctly) . 

2Por example: 

The outgoing eight, the incoming eight, the aging 
chief, the nine gates, the serpentine (base), the 
twelve (inch) horse - will these function correctly 
if the driver does not control them? 

(TM 457) 
See also Kamil V. Zvelebil, The Poets of the Powers (London: 
Rider and Company, 1972), pp. 17-24. 
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faces of Sadaslva or to the five sacred letters (pancaksara). 

In many stanzas the meaning is clear but not always. 

Such opaqueness, however, is not characteristic of 

the work as a whole. According to P. Ramanatha Pillai, eso-

teric or ambiguous passages constitute barely 10% of the 

verses. l Yet this is not the image that has been projected 

by the incautious remarks of certain scholars. For example, 

when M. Dhavamony asserts that the Tirumantiram is a mysti-

cal treatise "written in simple style but its thought is 

rather abstruse,,,2 the impression is given that the text as 

a whole is abstruse. More misleading is K. A. Nilakanta 

Sastri's unsubstantiated remark that the Tirumantiram is 

reverenced by the Tamils "in spite of its almost unredeemed 

obscurity. 113 The consequence'of such misinforming general-

izations has been described by A. Visvanatha Pillai of 

Jaffna: 

This is a book that is avoided and not 
ordinarily studied by the generality of readers, 
due no doubt to a longstanding impression that 

lTirumantiram (Tirunelveli, India: Saiva Siddhanta 
Works Publishing Society, 1979; first published with 
Ramanatha Pillai's commentary in 1957), vol. I, p. 45. 

2Love of God According to Sa iva Siddhanta (Oxford: 
The Clarendon Press, 1971), p. 127. 

3History of South India, p. 352. A decade later 
Sastri mitigated this harsh position when he reworded his 
description of the Tirumantiram in another of his works: 
liThe poem is obscure jn many parts; it is held in great 
veneration by Tamil Saivas." The Development of Religion 
in South India (New Delhi: Orient Longmans, 1963), p. 45. 



it deals with matters too abstruse and difficult 
to be comprehended andlfit to be studied by 
erudite scholars only. 
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Reacting to this popular misconception, A. V. Pillai 

prepared an English translation of some 600 selected verses, 

comprising nearly one-fifth of the text, together with a 

commentary which is designed to demonstrate that the 

Tirumantiram is a largely intelligible document. In fact, 

any number of verses can be cited to show that Mular was 
~ 

concerned to present Agamic Saivism in terms that would be 

meaningful to a Tamil-speaking population. What A. V. 

Pillai understood and what K. A. N. Sastri overlooked 

was that Mular not only communicated in the language of the 

masses but that he took advantage of their idiom as well. 

Thus, in contrast to the straightforward and rather 
I 

pedantic style of the extant Sivagamas, the Tirumantiram 

introduces themes in a more indirect or poetic way. It is 

not unusual to find profound teachings communicated with the 

aid of easily appreciated similes and poignant analogies 

drawn from native folk imagery. In one verse, for example, 

the Lord entering the body of a person at the time of con-

ception is likened to a mother entering and taking charge of 

her household (TM 112). In another, an agricultural image 

is chosen. This occurs in verse 140 where the verb 

'mataimarum,' generally used to denote the changing of the 
• 

lAnalysis of the Tirumantiram (Jaffna: S~vaprakasa 
Press, 1967), p. 332. 
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course of irrigation rivulets in a field, is here employed 

to convey the notion of conversion, of turning to the Lord. 

Elsewhere in matters pertaining to morality and soc

ial responsibility Mular, emphasizing the transient char-

acter of life, makes his point with witty satirizations of 

human behavior. The clarity and universality of the por-

trayal is unmistakable. 

The rich repast was laid and he dined and enjoyed 
With damsels sweet in amo.rous dalliance toyed. 
"A little, little pain - on the left," he moaned 
And laid himself to rest to be gathered to dust. 

(TM 148) 

The neighbors gathered wailing loud and long 
Removing his name, they call him "corpse" 
And bear him down to the burning ghat and 

burn the body; 
They immerse themselves ceremonially and then 

terminate remembrance of him. 
(TM 145) 

Mular also incorporated a number of mythic episodes, 
, 

drawn from popular Saiva lore, to kindle a critical under-

standing of Agamic s'aivism in "its metaphysical, moral and 

mystical aspects."l Charges of obscurity notwithstanding, 

the latter was even prepared to demythologize or, rather, 

to remythologize well-established narratives in order to 

bring out the spiritual meaning of a passage: 2 

lK 8" 8
1

, , 31 . lvaraman, alVlsm, p. . 

2Here Mular is making a critique of the understanding 
of the myth of the churning of the ocean where the devas 
sought to gain immortality by stirring up nectar (ambrosia) 
from the ocean. As they churned, deadly poison rose to the 
surface. The devas were frightened but Siva appeared and 
consumed the poison. It is said that ParvatI, his consort, 



People do not know the meaning of the dark
ness of the neck of the downward face (of 
Siva) which sustains the universe and the 
eight directions. 
People without firs~ knowledge will say 
that what has been consumed by the one with 
the white garland and flowing matted hair, 
is poison. 

(TM 521) 
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From a pedagogical and exegetical standpoint, this 

mythic imagery is particularly significant not only because 

it utilizes a vehicle of religious instruction which was 

taken for granted by the followers of the Vedic, Agamic and 

bhakti cults, but also because its polyvalent symbolism was 

implicated in the social, political and religious institu-

tions of the Tamil South in a way that analogies drawn from 

folk motifs were not. In the process of examining the func-

tions of mythic references in relation to both of these 

points, it should become clear that the Tirumantiram was an 

intelligible document of considerable social relevance, not 

an elite atemporal manual of esoteric instruction. 

UNITY OF THE TEXT 

From the foregoing remarks, it can be seen that the 

Tirumantiram incorporates material from a wide range of pan

Indian traditions - Vedic, Tantric (i.e., Agamic), yogic 

and bhakti - as well as from the regional folk traditions 

held his throat and prevented it from being swallowed while 
the god Visnu held ~iva's mouth to keep him from spitting it .. , 
out. As a result the poison formed a blue mark on Siva's 
throat. 
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of the South. What makes the Tirumantiram a difficult work 

to categorize, however, is the way in which the material has 

been gathered and presented. There appears to be a certain 

ad hoc character about the organization and distribution of 

the verses. Such an impression is given by the evident mul-

tiplicity of the topics and themes, the irregular juxta-

positioning of popular and esoteric imagery and by a basic 

looseness in the structure of the text. It is further sup-

ported by the fact that this particular combination of fea-

tures has not been found in earlier Sanskrit or Tamil writ-
I 

ings, whether they be traditional Sivagamas, classical Yoga 
I 

Sutras, Pura~as, Sastras or popular devotional hymns. This, 

in turn, makes it difficult to see how Mular's treatise can 

be regarded as a unified whole and it has led at least one 

Tamil scholar to suggest that the Tirumantiram might be 

thought of as an anthology of verses composed by the yogI 

sage at different times over long intervals and collected 

1 later by some other poet. 

According to this position, the Tirumantiram is not 

to be looked upon as a unified work that has been guided by 

some overall design but, rather, as "a compilation of cer-
I 

tain prevailing ideas about ethics, doctrines of Saiva 

lThis suggestion has been put forward by A. V. 
Subramana Iyer in The Poetry and the Philosophy of Sittars 
(Cidambaram: Ma~ivasakar Noolakam, 1969), p. 13. 



131 

Agamas and the occult science of yoga based mainly on the 

1- ~ 
Yogasastras and the Mantra Sastras found in Sanskrit liter-

ature and on his personal experience."l A. v. Subramana 

Iyer favors this view because he finds it useful for ex-

plaining the presence of "certain noticeable repetitions 

and inconsistencies and a difference in emphasis on the 

same subject dealt with in various cantos."2 Here the 

question of textual unity is no longer entertained. 

The difficulty with this assessment is that it as-

sumes that repetitions and variations on a given theme 

would not be found in the Tirumantiram if the latter were 

a unified work. This does not solve the matter; it only 

raises the question about what is to be regarded as norma-

tive for evaluating this kind of text. It also leads us to 

ask whether there isn't another way of thinking about the 

text that would allow us to discover (not manufacture) an 

underlying unity which otherwise might be overlooked. 

With this goal in mind, I suggest that while the 

Tirumantiram does not seem to have been patterned after any 

body of early Sanskrit or Tamil literature, it does reflect 

the freelance style and critical stance of another living 

tradition, namely that of a group of South Indian mystics 

lIbid., p. 11 (emphasis added). 

2Ibid ., p. 13. 



132 

known as siddhas (Tml. cittar). This group of sages, to 

which Mular himself apparently belonged,l was recognized in 

the Tevaram hymns as being composed of committed followers 

I 2 
of Siva. Traditionally, the sittars remained outside of 

the main stream of the southern bhakti movement and their 

religious activity was such that it could be distinguished 

from that of the bhaktas. Mular himself seems to acknowl-

edge the difference when he writes: 

pataval larneri pata arikilen · -. - -
ataval larneri ata arikilen 

# - -

nataval larneri nata arikilen · -.-
tetaval larneri tetakillene · .-

lcelkinra varri civamuni cittacan - -
velkie~a naEattu mikkor mUEivarayp 

palki~~a tevar acurar narar tampal 

olkinra vanvali yutuvan tene -- - -. -
I 

While contemplating Siva on the path of true 
knowledge 

I became a sage of desire-conquering wisdom. 
Passing through the midst of the devas, asuras 

and men, 
I came by way of the subtle celestial path. 

(TM 83) 

See also verses 284 and 1490. 

2pattar sittar palar ettum paraman pa~aiyaEur 
meya atta~ 

I 

(Siva) is the) Lord who is praised by many bhaktas 
and sittars. 

(Tevaram 7.52.10) 

Also 7.88.7. 



I do not know to sing the way singers do. 
I do not know to dance the way dancers do. 
I do not know to seek the way (intellectual) 

seekers do 
I do not search the way (other) searchers do. 

(TM 96) 

Here the first two lines may be taken as referring 

to the bhaktas. While a bhakta was viewed as one who was 

trying to reach the Lord, a siddha was looked upon as one 
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who had perceived and known the Lord. In practical terms, 

however, the difference between them was more a matter of 

method than of theological substance. On the latter they 

were basically in agreement. This explains why Tirumular, 

as an early representative of the siddha movement, was in-

clined to combine bhakti tendencies with yogic practices. 

This is evident, for example, in his critique of those who 

lack either bhakti (Tml.: patti) or simple yogic self-

d ' '1' 1 1SC1P 1ne. Though their methods differ, these groups 

were clearly united in their mutual opposition to caste, I 

Brahmanical pretensions, excessive ritualism and exagger-

ated emphasis on the externals of religion which drew the 

individual's attention away from the Lord who dwells within. 

In addition to having personally integrated the reli-

gious streams of bhakti and yoga, the siddhas also had their 

own way of incorporating elements of the latter into their 

understanding of the philosophical tradition of the Agamas. 

The breadth of the Tamil siddha movement has been commented 

lTM 231. 



on by K. Zvelebil who writes that they were 

part of a very general tradition, well-spread 
in space and time in medieval India - the 
tradition of the siddhacharyas, who are, again, 
part of a larger agamic, tantric and yogic 
tradition of India.! 
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The siddhas were eclectic in their assimilation of 

these diverse traditions and it is this eclecticism which 

is reflected in their poetry and gives the latter its dis-

tinctive character. This is true of the writings of the 

later siddhas like Sivavakkiyar and Pattinattar but it is 

especially evident in the earliest of the siddha works to 

have surfaced, namely, in the Tirumantiram of Tirumular. 

The latter reflects the eclectic character of the siddha 

tradition in several ways: 

(a) operating within the context of a broad Agamic framework, 
the Tirumantiram seeks to creatively harmonize elements 
drawn from several different religious streams including the 
Upani~adic, the yogic and the Tamil bhakti; 

(b) it offers a critical commentary on various facets of 
the general Agamic tradition; 

, 
(c) unlike the Saivagamas which were gathered and preserved 
in Sanskrit by priests who were primarily interested in them 
as manuals of temple and temple-related rituals, the 
Tirumantiram was composed in Tamil by a yogi sage who was 
primarily concerned with §lucidating the philosophical and 
spiritual meaning of the Agamas; 

, 
(d) again, in contrast to the Saivagamas which emphasized 
the kriya (ritual) and carya (religious discipline) aspects 
of the ~gamic tradition, the Tirumantiram placed greater 
stress on the vidya (doctrinal) and yoga (self-disciplinary) 
aspects. 

lThe Smile of Murukan, p. 220. 
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When Mular's treatise is reconsidered with these 

points in mind, it becomes possible to recognize a definite 

and well-thought out pattern in the way themes are progres-

sively elaborated throughout the text. The basic thematic 

unity of the text then becomes apparent on the philosophical 

level where an attempt is made to clarify how the various 

Agamic beliefs and practices, whether metaphysical, ethical, 

ritual or ascetical, were fundamentally rooted in and dir-
I 

ected toward knowledge of Siva. Crucial to the project and 

its dissemination would be a rethinking of the social and 
/ 

spiritual significance of Saiva mythology. The unity of the 

text can also be seen on the level of orthopraxis (yoga) 

where practical guidance for cooperating with the liberating 
I I 

grace (sakti) of Siva is geared to draw disciples into com-

munity with one another even as they are drawn deeper into 
I 

the realization of union with Siva. On one level, the trea-
I 

tise moves from a discussion of general Saiva doctrine con-

cerning the purposefulness of creation to an examination of 

the religious attitudes, practices and dispositions needed 

to recognize this salvific process, to a discussion of the 

importance of having a guru who awakens this understanding 

and, finally, to a nuanced reflection on the nature of the 

ultimate experience of union which is expressed in the myth-

ological imagery of the cosmic dance. On another complemen-

tary level, Mular's treatise provides a parallel line of 
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discourse which begins with a presentation of the ethical 

preconditions for discipleship, the practical disciplines 

and techniques for recognizing the presence of the Lord 

within the individual, the methods of the guru who is to 

direct the disciple and instructions for achieving the fi

nal purification of the soul. 

When the Tirumantiram is viewed in this way as a 

graded manual of religious instruction wherein Agamic 

teachings are critically presented on more than one level 

in order to meet the spiritual needs of more or less mature 

devotees, then the r~titianof themes and of certain 

phrases can be interpreted accordingly. That is, instead 

of viewing them as indications of a disjointed text which 

has been compiled by a second party, one can liken them to 

motifs in a musical score which are slightly varied as they 

reappear in a new context throughout the various sections 

of the composition. Rather than hinder or interrupt the 

cohesiveness of the treatise, the loosely structured format 

actually facilitates this process of bringing out more and 

more subtle nuances of the teachings. 

Given these considerations, it seems highly improb

able that anyone other than Mular was responsible for the 

basic arrangement of the text. This evaluation does not 

rule out the possibility of an extended period of composi

tion or the likelihood of subsequent additions and 
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interpolations. What it does imply is that there was a 

central vision which guided the composition of the text 

and that this determined the overall distribution of the 

material found in the Tirumantiram. Since such a position 

assumes the basic authenticity of the verses which have 

been handed down by the Saiva tradition, it is important, 

at this point, to address this question more directly. 

Having completed this task, we will then proceed to con-

sider the nature of the vision which unifies the 

Tirumantiram and how this is reflected in the mythic mate-

rial which has been incorporated into the text. 

ESTABLISHING THE TEXT 

Textual controversies surrounding the Tirumantiram 

take shape around two related issues; one concerning the 

exact number of verses contained in the original treatise 

and the other concerning the authenticity of the 112 quat

rains found in the payiram (preface). The quest for deter-

mining the exact number of verses has been spurred on by 

the acceptance of a popular legend which describes how the 

yogi saint awoke from samadhi once each year to weave a 

single verse into his garland of mantras, and that this 

continued over a period of 3000 years. The legend can be 

traced to a passage found in Cekkilar's Periya Purana: 

He adorned (the Lord) with a garland of verses 
(mantra malai), of 3000 Tamil (verses). 



Accordingly, remaining happily for 3000 years 
on this earth, by the grace of the Lord he 
returned to Kailasa. 

(Periya Purana 3590) 

This account, in turn, appears to be the hagiographer's 

way of elaborating on details found in several verses of 

the Tirumantiram, especially the following: 

Mulan uraiceyta muvayiram Tamil - -
Mulan uraiceyta munnuru mantiram 

Mulan uraiceyta muppatu upatecam 

Mulan uraiceyta munrum onrame 

The 3000 Tamil (songs) recited by Mular 

The 300 mantirams (verses) recited by Mular 

The 30 upatecam (teachings) recited by Mular 

And the 3 recited by Mular, (these are all) one. 

(TM 3046) 

Since there is no evidence that Mular left other 
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writings besides the Tirumantiram, some scholars have main-

tained that the stanzas referred to in lines b, c, and d 

were most likely incorporated into certain sections within 

the text. The 'three' mentioned in line d is thought to 

describe the three laudatory hymns, two of which introduce 

the text, and a third with which it concludes. The 30 

upatecam or instructional stanzas may be identified with 

the first section of tantra one which bears the heading 

upatecam and contains exactly 30 verses. It is somewhat 

more difficult to isolate the 300 mantras of line b, but 

they are thought to have been included in the fourth tantra 
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called mantra-yokam. l Finally, something must be said 

about the numerical description of the text as a whole. 

Both the Tirumantiram and the tradition popularized by the 

Periya Purana refer to the work as a garland of 3000 hymns . 
• 

Yet all but one of the editions mentioned previously con-

tain no fewer than 3047 quatrains. The editions of M. V. 

Visvanatha Pillai, Dandapani Desikar and G. Varadarajan in-

clude 3047 verses, that of the Tiruppanandal Math 3081 ver

ses, and that of the Mahasamajam 3069 verses. 2 In addition, 

scholars have unearthed as many as 70 verses not found in 

existing printed editions, but which have been culled from 

other treatises or ascribed to Mular by tradition. 3 When 

lHaving noted that one unidentified scholar associ
ates the 300 mantras with the following numbers (914-1002, 
1075-1124, 1255-1418), A. Visvanatha Pillai (of Jaffna) al
ternately suggests that the mantras in question correspond 
to the last seven sections of the fourth chapter and that 
these should be distinguished from the basic 3000. 
An Analysis of the Tirumantiram (Jaffna: Saivaprakasa 
Press, 1967), p. 331. 

2According to K. Vajravelu Mudaliar, Special officer 
of S~iva Siddhanta Philosophy at Maturai Kamaraj University, 
old manuscripts of the TM which were once housed in the li
brary at Tiruvadaturai (the site where Mular is said to have 
composed his treatise), have since been 'borrowed' and are 
difficult to track down. But of those that are still 
available, even they exceed 3000 verses. Two copies writ
ten on palm leaves have been preserved by 6tuvars (reciters) 
in Tirunelveli and Tirukkutralam. The latter manuscript, 
examined by Mr. Mudaliar, contains 3011 quatrains. Personal 
correspondence/ Dec. 5, 1978. 

3Dandapani Desikar, "The Tenth Tirumurai," Tevat 
Tamil, N. Sanjeeri, ed. (Madras: University of Madras, 
1975), p. 194. 



these stanzas are added to those found in published edi

tions, the total number exceeds 3100. 
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To account for the discrepancy between this figure 

and the traditional claim of 3000 mantras, several explan

ations have been proposed. Some commentators maintain that 

the number 3000 should be understood as a poetic approxima

tion rather than as an exact figure. Others, including A. 

Visvanatha Pillai (of Jaffna), would solve the issue dif

ferently. They suggest totalling the numbers listed in 

verse 3046. When this is done (3000 + 300 + 30 + 3), the 

resultant 3,333 is then some 200 more than the 3,100+ 

known and ascribed verses. The loss of 200 is, in turn, 

attributed to natural causes such as worms and ants! 

While neither of these solutions challenges the 

authenticity of many of the mantras with which we are con

cerned in this thesis, the more widespread literal readings 

of verse 3046 do. Two well-known twentieth century sup

porters of the latter are V. V. Ramana Sastri and P. 

Ramanatha Pillai. Because their attempts to recover the 

supposed original 3000 raise certain questions about the 

status and distribution of mythic references which will be 

discussed in succeeding chapters, a brief consideration of 

the arguments of each seems appropriate at this point. 

According to R. Sastri, 45 of the 112 quatrains of 

the payiram (preface) are to be understood as insertions 
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made by disciples. The remaining 67 are taken to be au-

thentic verses which have been displaced from the main body 

of the text. A suggestion is then made as to how the lat

ter should be reintegrated into the first two chapters. l 

Whereas R. Sastri only speculated about such a 

planned redistribution, P. R. Pillai actually carried out 

his own Bultmann-like reconstruction of the supposed orig

inal. Published in 1942,2 Ramanatha Pillai's edition con-

taining exactly 3000 verses, rearranges numerous individual 

mantras solely on the basis of similarity of theme without 

regard for the original context. 3 Seven verses (105,106, 

107, 108, 1829 and 3046) are isolated out as valuable inter-

polations and are prefixed to the payiram as a special pref

ace (cirappu payiram). Finally, over 50 stanzas have been 

deleted as repetitions; this despite the fact that many are 

1 "1 db' 4 on y S1ml ar an not ver at1m. In this way, the 

lsastri presents this position in his introduction to 
M. V. Visvanatha Pillai's Tamil edition of the Tirumantiram, 
p. 23,24. 

2Tirumantiram (Tirunelveli: The South India S~iva 
Siddhanta Works Publishing Society, Vol. I, IIi reprint ed. 
1957) . 

3For example, totally disregarding the distinction 
between verse 63 where Siva is portrayed as the discloser 
of the Vedas and verse 103 where S'iva is described more 
mystically as the meaning of that which is disclosed, R. 
Ramanatha Pillai wrenches verse 103 from its context and 
juxtaposes it beside the former. His only justification for 
doing so is the fact that both discuss Siva's relationship 
to the Vedas. While this is a logical arrangement, it is 
not lviular' s. 

4verses 70 and 74 are similar but not identical yet 
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commentator was able to reduce the number of quatrains 

without claiming an excessive number of interpolations. 

It should be noted that although both of these com-

mentators were ostensibly concerned with identifying the 

3000 stanzas referred to in verse 3046, it is clear that 

ideological considerations influenced their assessments. 

R. Pillai, for example, demonstrates a strong pro-Tamil 

bias by deleting verses 75, 76 and 86 which celebrate the 

greatness of Tamil and Sanskrit. The only explanation giv-

en is that it is not acceptable to regard the Arya (Sanskrit) 

language as the most excellent for praising the Lord with 

devotion. I 

Sastri, meanwhile, strives to play down the Tamil 

character of Mular's work. Finding it significant that the 

Bhakti Vilasam of Upamanyu calls the treatise the Mantra 

Malika without making any mention of its Tamil nature, 

Sastri maintains this "shows that the original of the 

Tirumantiram is in sanskrit."2 Stanzas within the 

the latter is simply deleted without further justification. 
1 Introductory remarks in his edition of the 

Tirumantiram, p. 45. 
2 Introductory remarks in M. V. Visvanatha Pillai's 

edition of the Tirumantiram, p. 15. Dandipani Desikar, a 
contemporary commentator has stated that in searching over 
30 years he has not found any such Sanskrit text as the 
Mantra Malika of which the Tirumantiram is supposed to be a 
translation. Teyvat Tamil, N. Sanjeeri, ed. (Madras: Uni
versity of Madras, 1975), p. 213. 



Tirumantiram such as 75, 76, 86 and 91 which clearly exalt 

the Tamil are conveniently labelled interpolations, and 

then with a dubious 'tour de force' are reinterpreted to 

support his own position. For example, verse 91 reads: 

The One who created me assigned me this task 
In Tamil His glory to expound well. 

(TM 91 cd) 

The point of this autobiographical verse is obvious when 

taken at face value, yet Sastri categorizes it as an in-

sertion and then interprets it as a reference to a time 

when the Sanskrit Mantra Malika was translated into Tamil. 
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In can be seen, therefore, that each of these two commenta-

tors, for his own reasons, denies the Tirumantiram's at-

tempt to reconcile these two great traditions. 

Besides, the evident lack of objectivity shown by 

both men, there are two other grounds for arguing against 

the positions they have formulated. The first argument 

pertains to R. Sastri's suggestion to relocate section one 

of the payiram dealing with paracivam parapavam (the great

ness of Siva). In existing editions, the opening line1 of 

this section reads: 

o~~avan tane irantavan innarul . . - . 
The One is He, the second is His grace. 

This agrees with a reference to the initial verse recorded 

in the Periya Purana: 

lExcluding the two invocatory verses. 
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Seated under an Asoka tree, Mular composed 

the Tirumantiram malai ... which begins with 

the word 'onravan' (one) 
(P. P. 3589) 

Further, Vajravelu Mudaliar attests that the palm leaf 
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manuscript preserved at Tirukkutralam begins in like manner 

with the phrase 'onravan tane.' If the initial section of 

the payiram were relocated in section three of the first 

tantra, as Sastri has proposed, then this description would 

no longer be valid. It would seem that to challenge both 

available manuscripts and Cekki!ar's account, Sastri's ar-

gument would have to be more substantial. 

There is yet another reason for objecting to 

the textual analysis provided by R. Pillai and R. Sastri. 

Both the former's attempt to undertake a large-scale redis-

tribution of isolated mantras and the latter's attempt at a 

wholesale bracketing of a significant portion of the preface 

rest on the questionable assumption that the mantras can be 

regarded as independent units rather than as interdependent 

members of a significant sequence of stanzas. Although 

Zvelebil alluded to such a possibility when he wrote that 

the various quatrains "may yet be considered as self

contained, solitary stanzas,"l a careful analysis of the 

payiram and early tantras reveals the presence of distinct 

lKamil Kieth Zvelebil, Tamil Literature (Wiesbaden: 
Otto Harrassowitz, 1974), p. 55. 
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groupings bound together by a unique and subtle logic which 

will be described later. 

Here, however, it is necessary to comment on the 

fact that different Tamil editions of the Tirumantiram dis

agree on the numerical sequence of verses found in the 

payiram and to anticipate objections that such variations 

support the notion of disjunctive, free-floating stanzas or, 

at least will hinder any attempt to demonstrate the exist

ence of a necessary logical ordering. By way of response, 

Chart #1 on the following page shows that the differences 

are not crucial and that on the contrary, they actually 

lend credence to my own position regarding the presence of 

mantric clusters. For purposes of comparison, the sequence 

given in the first printed edition has been adopted as the 

norm. 

The first thing this chart makes apparent is that the 

differences in ordering are not random or haphazard, but 

fall into two distinct patterns. Secondly, it reveals that 

each of the nine sections of the preface have been preserved 

intact, and that when shifts do occur, they involve not in

dividual stanzas but a definite grouping of mantras. Thus 

Mular1s remarks on I Humility' (I) constitute a unit regard

less of whether they occupy the 9th position as in v. 

Pillai1s edition or the 2nd position as in Varadarajan1s. 

Similarly his description of the Agamas contains 10 stanzas 

regardless of the position this cluster occupies in the 



various editions. 

Comparative Chart 

EDITIONS: 

M.V.Visvanatha A. Visvanatha Varadarajan Natarajan 

Introductory 
verses: 

l. On Siva: 

2. Trimurtis: 

3. On Vedas: 

4. On Agarnas: 

5. On Gurus: 

6. On Mular: 

7. Guru Rank 

8. Tiruman-
tiram: 

9. Humility: 

Pillai Pillai 

1 1 2 2 
2 2 1 1 

I. 3-50 T I I ..L 

II. 51-60 II IX IX 

III. 61-66 III II II 

IV. 67-76 IX III III 

V. 77-82 V IV IV 

VI. 83-104 VI V V 

VII. 106,106 VII VIII VIII 

VIII. VIII VII VII 
107,108 

IX. 109-112 IX VI VI 

Ordering of verses in the paY1ram as 
they appear in various editions of 
the Tirurnantiram. 
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R.Aiyer 

1 
2 

I 

IX 

II 

III 

IV 

V 

VIII 

VII 

VI 

The extent of the structuring will become evident as 

we examine how the logic of mythic references reveals the 

underlying unity of thought and motivation concealed in the 

text as a whole. This in turn will provide a more objective 

basis for judging interpolations than has been proposed by 

either Ramana Sastri or Ramanatha Pillai. It will also 

supplemmt the list of factors traditionally considered as 
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criteria for judging interpolations; factors which Vajravelu 

Mudaliyar enumerates as follows: l 

1. The identification of odd expressions not in conformity 

with the main trend of the author's thinking. 

2. Indications of deviation from the rules of prosody which 

the author is supposed to have followed, namely the 

verse form of quatrains, with each line in the kali-

2 viruttam metre. (Here it may be noted that some schol-

ars hold that this is a simple metre which can be easily 

imitated.) 

3. The presence of any anachronisms, although these are 

difficult to gauge due to the absence of any definitive 

dating of the work. 

In the case of verses containing mythic material which is 

common, easily metred and quite traditional in content, the 

above criteria are not particularly relevant. Here the 

analysis of Mular's 'my tho-logic , will prove valuable for 

establishing the text as well as for understanding its 

socio-religious significance. To develop this point we 

move next to a consideration of those myths which most clear-

ly elucidate the underlying vision of the Tirumantiram in 

relation to the practical spiritual needs of the diverse 

groups for whom it was intended. 

lpersonal correspondence, Dec. 5, 1978. 

2'Kali' indicates that each line contains four feet; 
'viruttam' follows the general rule that if a foot in one 
line ends in 'rna,' 'vilam,' 'kay' or 'kani,' then the cor
responding feet in the other lines must end in the same. 
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IV. SAIVA SECTS AND THE MYTHIC VISION LINKING THEM 

In the previous chapter we argued that the 

Tirumantiram is a unique or sui generis composition and 

that its author was not simply handing on a set of stand-

ardized teachings which he had received but was, instead, 

creatively reinterpreting the Agamic tradition for his own 
I 

time in light of the needs of the Tamil-speaking Saivas of 

the South. Here we will look more closely (a) at the di-

verse kinds of groups for whom the Garland of Mantras had 

been prepared, and (b) at the central mythic image which 

guided Mular's attempt to foster an increased sense of 

unity among them. 

I 
TYPES OF SAIVA DEVOTEES 

In the opening verses of the pivotal fifth tantra, 

/ . 1 
Tirumular identifies four distinct types of Salvas: the 

I I 2 I I 3 
Suddha (pure) Saivas, the Asuddha (imperfect) Saivas, the 

- I • 4 I 
Sanmarga Salvas (Saivas of the good path) and the Kadum 

lTM 1419. 
2 Sec. 1, vss. 1420-1422. 

3In his commentary,A..Visvanatha Pillai expands the 
term 'asuddha' to read 'ati suddha' which he translates as 
'very pure' but in light of the descriptions given in sec
tion 27, verses 1423, 1424, and 1435 it would seem more 
accurate to take 'asuddha' as referring to that which is 
imperfect or yet to be purified. 

4 Sec. 3, vss. 1427-1429. 

148 
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Suddha (extremely pure) Saivas. l These four designate 

kinds of Saivas rather than specific groups. A general de-

scription of each is provided in the first four consecutive 

sections entitled "S'uddha Saivas I" "Asuddha Saivas I" and so 

I I • 
on. The Suddha Sa1vas are those who are able to perceive 

what is sat (eternal) I asat (non-eternal) and satasat (both 

eternal and non-eternal).2 Having gone beyond the various 

manifestations of illusion (maya), they are able to distin

guish cit (knowledge) from acit (ignorance).3 What is 

neyam 4 (Skt. object; Tml. dear, precious) for these Saivas 

is the eternal Ultimate, and they are learned not only in 

the Vedic S~stras but in the Agamic practices of carya 

(religious observance), kriya (ritual), and ~ by which 

1 Sec. 4, vss. 1438-1442. 

2Sutra 7 ). of Meykantar's Civa Nana Potam (ci •.. 13th 
cent.) indicates a philosophicai:theological-correspondence 
between sat and pati (lord), asat and pasam (matter), satasat 
and anma, the equivalent of pasu (soul). 

3TM 1420 mentions two kinds of maya, suddha and 
asuddha. The former refers to a condition wherein the soul 
is bound by a single impurity namely, a~ava mala or primor
dial ignorance; the latter to a condition wherein the soul 
is bound by a triple impurity namely, a~ava, karma and maya. 

4TM 1420. The play on word 'neyam' brings out the 
difference between the Vedas and the Agamas. What the Vedas 
(Vedanta) announce in general terms to be their object or 
goal, the Agamic tradition further specifies by calling at
tention to the 'dearness' of the object or to the 'dear One' 
who is the 'Object.' Similarly, the expression 'nittam 
param' or Eternal Ultimate is more transpersonal than the 
d~signations 'aDDal' (ruler) I ati piran (primal Lord), and 
Sivam (the Godhead regarded as personal) which are commonly 
employed elsewhere throughout the text. 



* they attain jnana or the realisation of the highest Tat 

(i.e., That) proclaimed in the upanisads: l 

They duly learned what ought to be learned, 
practiced the true yoga (mey y5kam) described 

therein, and ----
gradually attained ~anam (wisdom) by dwelling 

on the primordial state (colpatam)2and 
becoming free of impurity. 

They, indeed, have the experience of seeing 
the highest "That" (tarparam). 

(TM 1421) 

150 

Because their goal is union with the Ultimate, their 

belief is held to be an expression of pure Vedanta. For 

Mular, this type of Vedanta is comparable to Siddhanta 

(vetantam cuttam vilankiya cittanta)
4 

and, thus, its adher- _ 

ents deserve to be ~nown as S~iva Siddhantins. 5 

Given the strong Vedic overtones of this description, 

it seems clear that-Mular is referring to the theistic ad-

herents of the Vedantic tradition. Included in this class-

ification would be those Smarta Brahmins who were prepared 

to acccommodate themselves to the worship of popular deities. 

Their theology, which is reflected in the early 

* Tat = Tat uvam asi - 'That thou art' - an expression 
of union with the Ultimate. 

ITM 1421. 

2Cornrnentators explain that 'colpatam' is to be read 
as 'tol patam' connoting 'tvam patam' or the state of self
knowledge leading to knowledge of the 'That' (Brahman). 

3TM 1422. 

4 TM 1422. './1 

5TM 1421. 



non-sectarian Pura~as, such as the Agni and Markandeya 

Puranas, enabled them to honor Brahman under the name of 
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various deities, in particular as Gane~a, Durga, Surya, 

Vi~~u and S'iva. Like the great acarya, s~nkara, many of V/ 

these Smartas associated themselves wi th S~i vism. \i'lhat 

apparently leads Mular to acknowledge them as Shddha Saivas 

was not their theism per se but rather their practical de--- --
termination to know the self, free themselves from their 

bonds and seek an immediate experience of the ultimate 

without being encumbered or sidetracked by overemphasis on 

the secondary external manifestations of religion. 

Pure Vedanta is illustrious (S~iva) Siddhanta 
Those who realize the transcending Word are 

persons of unwavering vision. 
They free themselves of tattvas and worldly 

knowledge by controlling the senses. 
They become one with their 'object' of 

knowledge (i. e., S'i vam) .1 

In general, the Vedantins were distinguished by their single-

mindedness. 

By contrast, the second group called Asuddha Saivas 

were mainly associated with their outward insignia. They 

are described as wearing ashes, rudrak~a beads and assorted 

h
. 2 c a~ns. Though they worship the Holy Feet of S'i va, 3 submit 

1 vetantam cut·tam 

natantam kantor 

putanta potanta 

natanta puraI}ar 

2TM 1423, 1424. 

3TM 1423. 

vi~an~iya cittanta 

natukkarra katciyar . 
::nakap pu!!anceyya 
""- yattare (TM 1422) . nanane -
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to purification rites and receive instruction (upadesa),l 

their studies were all concerned primarily with the external 

I 
practices of Saivism, that is, they were attentive to details, 

connected with carya and kriya.2 Consequently their upaya 

or means of realisation is labelled 'ordinary' for it tends 

to be devoid of the knowledge of vedanta. 3 

Allowing for .the fact that Tirumular is deliberately 

writing in general terms in order to indicate that these 

characteristics cut across group boundaries and apply to 

individuals following various paths, it is nevertheless 
, 

helpful, for the sake of clarity, to indicate certain Saiva 

groups which would be most likely to be included in this 

broad classification. Those which stand out would be the 

extreme sects of the Pa~upatas such as the Kapalikas 4 and 

Kalamukhas whose eccentricities were targeted for ridicule 

in the satirical Sanskrit play of Mahendravarman~ At the 

same time Mular's description would be applicable to the 

lTM 1424. 

2TM 1423. 

3TM 1435. 

/ 

4According to M. Rajamanickam, the Kapalikas were 
noted for being excessively attentive to externals. "Their 
doctrine was that those who receive Diksa according to the 
S~stras and beg, receive and eat food i~ a human skull with 
a green flag in the hand will become Muktas (and) will become 
equal to Slva." The Development of S~ivism in South India 
(A.D. 300-1300), Dharmapuram, 1964, p. 70. 

5M "1- h 7 h b attavl asa Pra asana, t c. A.D. See a ove pp. 
103, 104. 
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gamut of individuals whose devotion continued to manifest 

itself primarily in terms of outward observances and ritual 

practices without experiencing a corresponding growth in 

inner awareness. It can be surmised that many belonging to 

this classification would have participated in the worship 

of images, made pilgrimages to holy shrines and temples and 

been generally caught up in varying degrees of religious 

emotionalism. 

In identifying the Asuddha S~ivas with their exter-

nal religious activities, Mular was not saying that their 

paths were lacking in philosophical or doctrinal formulations 

but only that, in practice, these groups tended to beco~e 

- 1 preoccupied with facets of the lesser sadhanas. c. V. 

Narayana Ayyar sensed this when he suggested that Mular in

tends to say that the Asuddha Saivas will become more per-

~-

fect when "they attach greater importance to jnana than to 

"2 externals. Collectively, members of the second group are 

designated 'ordinary' S~iva bhaktas 3 but they should not be 

confused with the more advanced bhaktas, like the Nayapars 

whose commitment was accompanied by a deepening of knowledge 

lThe descriptions provided in the fifth tantra indi
date that Mular was not classifying Saivas according to 
their philosophical or doctrinal differences but rather in 
terms of the kind of sadhanas they practiced. In other 
words, he distinguished them more in relation to their 
orthopraxis than their orthodoxy. 

20rigin and Early History, p. 249. 

3TM 1435. 



154 

N-
(jnana) and love (Tml. anpu). In the Tirumantiram the,' 

f d 
.... -. 1 

advanced bhaktas are re erre to as Jnan~s. J 

The difference between the two types of bhaktas be-

comes evident when we consider Mular's complimentary de

scription of the Mirga S~ivas. Unlike their unenlightened 

counterparts (i.e., the Asuddha S~ivas), the learned bhaktas 

-who follow the good path (i.e., the Agamic path) are individ-

uals who make use of holy ash and golden rudraksa beads, 

etc., as sadhanas or means to realisation without losing 

sight of the main sadhana, namely 'the knowledge which does 

2 not lead astray. I They are distinguished by their involve-

ment in the fourfold Agamic disciplines which lead the dev-

otee from observances (carya) and ritual (kriya) through 

yoga to realisation of a higher knowledge (jnina) which, in 

turn, enlightens and enhances the subsequent practice of 

carya and kriya. If the Vedantins (SGddha S~ivas) are spe-

cial because they recognize the transcendent truth of 

3 - , 
Siddhanta and Vedanta to be one, the Marga Saivas are ex-

tolled because they show how the truth of the latter is to 

be rendered practical by following the fourfold sadhanas as 

a means to increase their receptivity to divine grace 

(arul).4 Like the former, the followers of the Agamic path 

lTM 1428. 

2TM 1427. 

3TM 1429. 

4TM 1427. 
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(marga) meditate on the tripadarthas of pati (Lord), pasu 

(soul) and pasam (bonds of matter), and on Sadasiva, bondage 

and liberation; unlike the former their specific goal is 

not to realize "aham brahInasmi ,,1 but S'ivoham, ,,2 because, 

for them, the Absolute is personal and rightfully to be 
I 

called Siva. According to verse 1428 these are the individ-

uals who become true jnanis because in them arises the 

knowledge of Siddhanta. For them is held out the goal of 

becoming truly liberated beings (jIvan muktas) and excel

lent Saiva bhaktas. 3 

In Tirumular's time, those who followed the fourfold 

Agamic path were called Mahesvaras 4 and verses 1857 to 1867 

in the 7th tantra describe the nature· of Mahesvara puja or 

the worship of Mahesvaras. But this was basically a generic 

term and could be applied to members of the pasupata and 

Kapalika sects as well. Another more precise designation 

for the Marga S~ivas would be to refer to them as Adi S~ivas. 

Most, but not all, would be non-Brahmins and their outlook 

II am Brahman. 
2 I 

I am Siva. 

3TM 1428. 

4M. Raj amanickam , Development of S~ivism, p. 71. 
Also Vacaspati Misra, the 9th century commentator of Sankara's 
Sarivaka Bhasya, writes that the Mahesvaras consist of 
S~ivas, Pasupatas, Karu~ika Siddhantins and Kapalikas. S. 
Dasgupta, History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. V, p. 1. 
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would be basically neo-Brahmanical in the sense that while 

they nomincally pledged allegiance to the authority of the 

Vedas, they, nevertheless, remained critical of caste priv-

ileges, and were more inclined to support the teachings of 

the Sanskrit Agamas as well as to involve themselves in the 

temple-oriented worship of the lingam and other visible 

, 1 
l.mages. 

The fourth group identified by Tirumular are the Kadum 
, I 

Suddha Saivas. They are described as people who, 

Without displaying any of the external forms 
of characteristics (of Saivas), I 

Go straight to the changing one (i.e., Siva) 
who transcends all forms and 

Who, (in so doing), destroy their bonds of 
desire and 

Become emptied of the pain-giving realities 
of pasam and pasutva. 

(TM 1428) 

The spontaneous quality of their devotion is emphasized by 

employing the Tamil folk term cadum, meaning , to hop or to 

I / , 
jump onto.' "The (Kadum) Suddha Sal.vas are those who 'leap 

onto' the knowledge of the Lord (cadum civa potakar) .,,2 

Without going through the usual stages3 spoken of by S~ddha 

S~ivas they are, nevertheless, to be regarded as such because 

they have learned the inner truth of the teaching of the 

liberated (muktas); that is, (they have learned the truth 

1- '1 d d' Smarta Brahml.ns a so a opte l.mage 
out neglecting the aniconic fire rituals 
dition. 

2TM 1438. 

worship but with
of the Vedic tra-

3This appears to be a reference to the formal methods I 
of learning whether Vedic or Agamic. 
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of) the seed of liberation (mukti).l As Mular writes, 

~Souls such as these who reach the Lord, thus become pure 
I I 

Sivam (and) they are, indeed, (to be regarded) Suddha 

S~ivas.n2 The reason why these unorthodox devotees are com-

mended so highly, can be inferred from several verses im-

mediately following the one just cited. They were exemplary 

because they were able to overcome the error of thinking of 
I 

their relationship with Siva in terms of "myself and him-

self.~ In their own way they were able to experience the 

truth of the phrase 'tat tvam asi' and to realize that when 

~saying him~ (tan ~) they were, at the same time, "saying 

I" (nanenru).3 In other words, they had discovered that in 

saying ~him," their "r" was implied. 

c. V. Narayana Ayyar notes that this highly compli-
I 

mentary description of the extremely pure followers of Siva 

"applies to a class of people about whom there is no men

tion in later S~iva S~ddhinta literature,~4 an omission 

which he attributes to the fact that later writers were con-

cerned only with followers of the Sanmarga path. The de-

scription of these devotees does apply, however , to some of 

the saints (NayaEars) honored in the hagiographic accounts 

ITM 1440. 

2TM 1440. 

3TM 1441. 

40rigin and Early History, p. 251. 



158 

of the Periya Purana and, by extension, to others like 

them whose names would never be recorded by the tradition. 

Perhaps the most outstanding of those listed by Cekkilar was 

Ka~~appa, a young hunter who, being ignor,ant of all formal 
/ 

Agamic rubrics, improvises his own spontaneous puja. He 

begins by anointing the Siva lingam with water carried in his 

mouth instead of vessels. Then, apparently ignorant of the 

requirement that Agamic offerings were to be strictly vege-

tarian and blossoms were to be freshly strung, Ka~~appa of

fers roasted pork which he has pretasted and the flowers he 

has worn in his hair. In his extreme devotion he was even 

prepared to blind himself for the Lord. Both Appar and 

Campantar sing of Ka~~appa in their hymns. It has been 

suggested by Narayana Ayyar l that Campantar himself would 

be another who met the criteria laid down by Mular, if the 
I 

story be true that this saint became a devotee of Siva at 

the tender age of three or four. Like Ka~~appa, his would 

be a kind of spontaneous or untutored bhakti. Individuals 

manifesting such signs of devotion were not to be faulted 

for their lack of formal religious training because they 

had had access to the most effective means, the grace of 

God Himself. 

Other ways of classifying Saivas were proposed in 

lIbl'd. 251 p. . 
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the course of the early medieval period in the Southl but 

the rationale underlying the Tirumantiram's succinct typo-

logical profiles emerges as being particularly compelling. 

According to the descriptions provided in the fifth tantra, 

two traits were being observed: (1) the amount of emphasis 
, 

a group or individual placed on attaining knowledge of Siva 

and (2) the effectiveness of the means they employed to 

achieve that end. What was distinctive about this approach 
I 

was that it regarded obvious differences among Saivas as 

matters to be evaluated in terms of an ultimate goal on 

which there was general agreement. The goal was to be 

united with the beloved Object of knowledge (nana neyattar) . 

The nature of this liberating event is described in mystical 

terms as an experience of oneness that transcends the dual-

ism of thinking of the Lord as separate from oneself: 

lIn the penultimate verse of his TiruttoQtar Tokai, 
Cuntarar lists seven classifications of Saints: those who 
worship the linga three times daily, those who worship at 
holy places, those who wear sacred ash, those who worship 
Saiva atiyars (saints), yogis, poets and those who love God 
beyond Tamil land. Each refers to the way the individual 
worships the Lord but does not suggest any ranking of the 
activities. See M. A. Dorai Rangaswamy, The Religion and 
Philosophy of Tevaram, Vol. III, p. 106. Anandagiri, a con
temporary of ~ankara supplies a long list of S1va devotees, 
distinguishing them in terms of their outward marks. 
S. Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. V~, p. 2. 
Vacaspati (9th C.) in his commentary on Sankara's Bhasya
II.2.37 speaks of four types: (Agama) Saivas, Pasupatas, 
Karunika-siddhantins and Kapalikasi Ramanuja (12th C.), com
menting on Brahma Sutra II.2.36 lists Kapalas, Kalamukhas, 
Pasupatas and Saivas. 



As I remain seeking (in terms of) "I" and "He" 
He provides (me) with the true meaning of the 

word "Tat" 
Which cannot be distinguished as "I" and "He" 
(He shows me that) saying "He" implies "I" 
Therefore, I can no longer distinguish "He," 

"I"l 
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This oneness, in which the soul is neither identified 

with nor different from the Lord, is important because it 

moves the mind beyond the kind of divisive consciousness 

which fosters religious intolerance. 

Not being one (identical with) or two 
(different from) 

or neither, but standing united 
(literally, 'one-d'), 

being free of religious refutations, and L· 
becoming one with ~ivam, the dear object, 

This is (the goal of) the Siddhanta siddhi. 2 

Tolerance is linked to spiritual maturity. It is the latter 

who are able to recognize diverse religious paths as expres-

sions of the graciousness of the Creator. 

1 

2 

nanenrum tanenrum natinan carave . -
tanenru nanen rintilat tarpatam - - - .. -
tanenru nanenra tattuva nalkalal 

tanenru nanenrun carrakil lene 

TM 1441 

onrum ira~~um ilatum ay onraka 

ninru camaya nirakaram nInkiye 

ninru paraparai neyattaip patatta1 

cenru civam ata1 cittanta cittiye 

TM 1437 



If one were to have an idea of the greatness of 
the omniscient One, 

Who creates both the town and the world as a 
whole, 

(Of the greatness) that is comparable only to 
that of Mt. Meru, 

It is (to be seen) in the four kinds of Saivism 
found in the world that originated from the 
Ruler of the three worlds. l 

TYPES OF RELIGIOUS CREEDS 
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To understand why the author of the Tirumantiram was 

so preoccupied with unifying the various segments of the 
, 

southern Saiva community, it is necessary to see how his 

fourfold classification helped to clarify the position of 

S~ivas in relation to the more or less heterodox sects that 

were still active in the South and commanding the allegiance 

of certain segments of the population. The context can be 

established by briefly recalling the religious conflicts 

which emerged at the onset of the bhakti period. At that 

time there were two distinct camps locked in a major reli-

gious struggle. One was composed of those who accepted the 

orthodox traditions of the Brahmins and the other composed 

of those who followed the heterodox traditions of the 
, 

sramanas (i.e., the Jains and Buddhists). By the middle of 

1 

urum ulakamum okkap pataikkinra . --
perari valan perumai kurittitin - . - - --
meruvurn rnuvula kali yilahkelun . -
tarani nalvakaic caivamu marne 

(TM 1419) 
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the 7th century, the sometimes bitter contest between these 

two factions had been for the most part, decided in favor 

of those who acknowledged the authority of the Vedas. As a 

result of this victory,l for which the Tevaram saints were 

largely responsible, the Hindu population not only came to 

distinguish between the theistic and non-theistic sects but 

subsequently gained a heightened awareness of their own in-

ternal religious differences. For it seems that once they 

were relieved of a significant external threat, the saivas, 

Vaisnavas and Smartas then began to vie with one another .. 
for the allegiance of the people and for the patronage of 

the kings. Mular alludes to these sectarian tensions when 

he chastises those of his audience who may be inclined to 

engage in useless confrontations about whether God is one 

or many2 or whether this or that is the true religion 

(camayankal).3 That dissensions were causing rifts among 
I 

the Saivas themselves can be inferred from verse 1558 which 
I 

explains that the six (Saiva) creeds "are like six roads 

leading to one and the same city and those who discriminate 

between them for the purpose of condemning one or the other 

are no better than dogs barking at a hill. n4 

lDiscussed in detail in Chapter II. 
2 TM 52 .~/ 
3 

4 
TM 1545., ~ ,../ 

onratu perur va!iya EataEku~a 

enratu pol irumuc camayamum 
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In assessing the religious situation of his time, 

Mular apparently decided that the main task at hand was not 

to proceed against other groups but to develop a greater 
I 

sense of solidarity among the loose federation of Saiva 

sects. Perhaps he felt a united home front was the best 

defense. In this, he differed noticeably from the Tevaram 

saints who concerned themselves with directly opposing other 

creeds and those who followed them. l Whereas Appar and 

Campantar had made derogatory remarks about the Jains 

(sramanas) and Buddhists (theras) in almost everyone of 

their numerous decades, Mular allots only three sections 2 

and fewer than fifty verses for making explicit comments on 
( 

religious creeds (camayankal) other than Saiva Siddhanta 

and even in these the tone can hardly be described as polem-

ical or defensive. There is no straight forward 

naE~itu tItitu eE;urai yalarka~ 

kunru kuraitte~u nayaiyot tarkale 

(TM 1558) 

lManikkavacakar, who is generally recognized as the 
latest of the four great Saiva saints (the other being 
Appar, Campantar and Cuntarar), is said to have vehemently 
debated with Buddhist ascetics in Citamparam. It is said, 
however, that these monks came from Ceylon and were not 
resident there. Even so, those who hold this view cite 
Canto VI of the Vatavurar Puranam in which the arguments of 
the great debate are recorded.' But G. U. Pope in his trans
lation of the Tiruvacakam (Oxford: Clarendon, 1960), pp.2,3, 
notes that this Pur ana is only a modern legendary poem based 
on an 18th c. work known as the Vilaiyatal Purapam. The sup
posed friction between Manikkavacakar and the Buddhists can
not be substantiated by the saint's own collection of hymns 
which are included in Book VIII of the Tirumurai. 

2Chapter 5, Sections 18, 19, 20. 
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condemnation of any particular creed and no singling out of 

any specific doctrines, practices or groups. Instead, what 

one finds are certain categorical objections levelled \ 
against a collection of religious creeds identified only as 

the " aru camayankal" (the six creeds) . 

As might be expected, commentators do not agree on 

the identity of these creeds and, given the absence of de-

tailed descriptions in the Tirurnantiram, they can only spec-

ulate. N. V. Visvanatha Pillai suggests that the six in

cluded the Bhairavas (a saiva sect), Jains, Pa~caratrins 

(a Vai~~ava sect), Bha~t-acal::yas (Purva MImamsa sect) , 

Lokayatas (an atheistic school of Materialism) and the 
I 

Suniyavadas (Nihilistic school) but he cites no authority 

for this listing. l Nor does this view take into account 

verse 1537 which clearly states that the number six stands 

for religious systems in general and ought to be taken 

idiomatically: 

Even if one were to say there are 100's of religious 
They can be gathered under these six (headings).2 

From my reading of the text, C.V. Narayana Ayyar 

proffers a less arbitrary and more insightful interpretation 

lThe Tirumantiram, preface. 
2 • -nu!u camayam u~avam nuvalunkal 

aru camayam avvarutpatuvana -. . -
(TM 1537 a,b) 
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when he argues that the six designate traditional systems 
/ 

of thought deriving from both the Vedas and Sivagamas. Cit-

ing verse 1449 which speaks of the six Vedantas and the six 

Siddhantas, Narayana maintains that Mular is "referring to 

one and the same set of six"l throughout the fifth tantra. 

As he sees it, the latter's aim is not to differentiate in-

dividual creeds but to distinguish between two basic ap-

proaches to religion, that which is concerned with external 

religion (puraccamayam) and that which is concerned with in-

ternal religion (utcamayam). The former, described in sec

tion 18, is regarded inadequate for several reasons. First, 

because it directs attention outward thereby hindering those 

who follow it from perceiving the One who dwells within the 

body;2 secondly, because the six creeds only evoke a desire 

to attain heavenly existence despite their claim to go be

yond and seek the Lord;3 and lastly, they are inadequate be-

cause they rely on self-exertion rather than on the grace 

of siva. 4 As for internal religion (utcamayarn) which is . 
discussed in section 20, it is to be preferred because it 

seeks to discover the formless One who is immanent. 5 It is 

lorigin and Early History, pp. 263, 264. 

2TM 1530. 

3TM 1535. They seek the temporary satisfaction of 
the realm of/ the devas rather than the permanent moksa of 
union with Siva. 

4TM 1534. 

5A discussion of the formless immanent Lord is given 
in the intervening section 19. 
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not the externals of religion that liberate but the reali-

zation of the inner truth which, according to the text, can 
, 

be nothing other than experiential knowledge of Siva. On 

the other hand, the externals are not simply to be dismissed 

for it was Mular's yogic-inspired conviction that whenever 

anyone discovers the innermost core of the six basic creeds 
I 

(camayankal), they, in fact, discover Siva. 

The goal of realizing Siva was not without its soc-

ial relevance. The self-discipline envisaged in the 

Tirumantiram called upon devotees to become like their Lord 

who consistently remains accessible to all who seek Him. 

Identifying with the Lord in this manner would require the 

development of virtues like forbearance and magnanimity, the 

same kind of qualities that would be needed to creatively 

counter the climate of tension as well as the competitive 

mind set engendered by religious rivalries. If Mular's 

ideal were to be achieved, Saiva solidarity would be rooted 

in the profound cohesive experience of becoming one with 

Siva. The absence of such an encounter was seen as a handi-

cap to be overcome because the individual would lack the 

impetus needed to overcome negative conditioning and move 

toward a more compassionate understanding of religious dif-

ferences. 

Tirumular knew this from his own personal experience 

for according to his own account, he had not always been 
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interested in working out the question of religious plural-

ism. For much of his life, he seems to have been caught up 

in yogic meditations, recitations, ascetic exercises and the 

general pursuit of moksa. One day, however, as he was in

toning the name of siva, the idea of composing an Agama in 

Tamil flashes across his mind. l ~Vhen this inspiration comes, 

he is drawn to the sabha (dance hall) at Tillai (Citamparam). 

There, upon witnessing S'iva's cosmic dance, he quickly enters 

into a deep meditation on the Lord's grace which is made mani

fest in the Lady (i.e., Sakti).2 It then dawns on him that as 

a yogi he had pursued his exercises without ever giving serious 

consideration to the meaning and significance of Sadasiva or 

to the place of the Tamil and Vedic traditions in relation to 
I 

Agamic Saivism: 

Until now I remained without being attentive to 
'SadA~iva tattva' (the truth of Sad!~iva), the 

threefold Tamil (tradition) and (the tradition) 
of the Vedas. 3 

He continues, "When the cloud overhanging my head 

disappeared, indifference to these things was gone and 

immediately we experienced.,,4 

lTM 73. 

2TM 75. 

Experienced what? I would 

3catacivam tattuvam muttamil vetam 

mitacani yatirum te~i~~a kalam. 

(TH 76 a ,b) 

4itaca~i yatirun tenmana nlnki 

utacani yatu~ane unarn tarnal. 

(TM 76 c ,d) 
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suggest that the author of the Tirumantiram is here describ

ing how he had come to recognize a positive bond between the 

Agamic doctrines of Sada~iva and the', tattvas, and the reli

gious traditions of the Vedas and Tamil bhaktas. Whereas 

these teachings and cults had co-existed in Tamil land for 

some time, Mular seems to have been content to leave them 

simply juxtaposed both geographically and mentally. In oth

er words, up to this point he had made no attempt to see 

how these three traditions (i.e., Agamic, bhakti and Vedic) 

fit together in any complementary or systematic way. He 

was, as it were, content in his own yogi world pursuing his 

goal in his own detached way. 

It was his mystic experience at Tillai (Citamparam) 

that disturbed his previously satisfying vision of the world 

and the co-existence of diverse religious groups in it. 

Now he felt compelled to integrate new elements in his syn

thesis as he struggled to understand what the mystic exper

ience taught him, namely, how much Agamic S~ivism in South 

India was indebted to both the Vedic and Tamil bhakti cults. 

For this task, Mular's pre-understanding was inadequate 

since the horizon projected by his previous training was not 

comprehensive enough to allow, much less encourage him, to 

see how these three religious streams were interrelated in 

any significant way. It was only after his mystical exper

ience involving a recognition of the unity of all things in 
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, 
Siva that he was able to envision possible connections which 

he had yet to fully understand. 

THE CENTRAL MYTHIC I~~GE AND RELATED MYTHS 

At this juncture of his life, Tirumular acquired a new 

appreciation of the centrality of the Sadasiva image in Agamic 
I 

Saivism. Verse 1432 makes it clear that followers of the Agamic 

tradition are to be singled out for praise because they ponder 

the meaning of Sadasiva. To understand why the latter becomes 

a priority, it is important to see how this image and the myths 

associated with it helped Mular make sense of his own personal 

experience as well as to communicate the insights derived from 

it to others. At the time the Tirumantiram was written, the 

image of Sadasiva was used to express the formless form of siva 

It was represented by a lingam with faces carved on its peri

meter l and was generally thought of in relation to one major 

pura~ic myth - that of the Lingodbhava or manifestation of 

lThe earliest representation of this form of Siva dates 
back to the 2nd century B.C. Sivalinga found in the Allahabad 
district. B. N. Sharma, Iconography of Sadasiva, (New Delhi; 
Abhinav Publications, 1976). p. 1. Other representations 
found later show ten arms with weapons and two feet. Ibid. 
p. 2-17; also Kamikagama Patalam IV. It is to this more 
elaborate form that Tirumantiram verse 1730 refers: 

kutiya patam irantum patimicai · . . . 
pa~iya kaiyira~ ~e~~um parante!un 

tetu mukamamtu cenkaiyin muvaintu · -
natu~ cataciva nalloli mutte · . 
See (meditate on) Sadas'ivam of pearl-like lustre, 
Possessed of five faces spreading around and upwards, 
fifteen handsome eyes, ten hands highly praised and 
Two feet touching the earth. 
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Siva,l and one major Agamic doctrine - that of the .Pa"'ncakrtya 

or fivefold saving activities of S'iva? Examining how they are 

developed in the Tirumantiram, it will be seen that together 

they function as complementary cornerstones for building the 

foundations of religious tolerance. 

The Lingodbhava Myth 

The Lingbdbhava myth3 recounts an episode which occurs 

at the creation of the world. Brahma~~: the lord of creation 

is pictured standing on the navel of Vi~~u, the preserver

deity,who was lying on the surface of an endless (ananta) 

all-pervading ocean above the heavens. Above this ocean 

there was a vacuum and in this vacuum Brahma could find 

nothing but the very stalk of the lotus from which he had 

originated. Out of curiosity regarding its source, Brahma 

enters the stem_ and proceeds downward. He descends with 

great speed for thousands of years but without ever reach-

ing the bottom of the stalk. Visnu observes Brahma's plight . . 
and out of sympathy appears before him and proceeds to de-

scribe himself as the source of the entire universe with its 

24 tattvas (principles) and indicates that Brahma's tendency 

to think himself the creator is due to maya (illusion) which 

Visnu also claims to have produced. Upon hearing this claim, 

Brahma bursts into anger and challenges Vi?~u to a dual. As 

the two are engaged in fierce battle hurling missiles at one 

another, an all-pervading column fire appears in the midst 

lSp, Vidyesvarasamhita, chapters 5 ff. 
2 -Mrgendra Agama chapters, ch. 3 to 5, especially 3.9. 

3s~, Vidyesvarasamhita, chapters 6,7. 
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of the vacuum. Both deities are startled by this fiery 

~ manifestation which signifies the presence of S1va. For a 

moment they stop fighting and make an attempt to find the 

beginning and end of this great column. Brahma, taking the 

form of a gander flies upwards and Visnu, assuming the form .. 
of a boar, moves downwards. Though both gods move with ex-

treme speed they are unable to reach either end of the col-
I 

umn. Realizing that the pillar (i.e., Siva) is without end, 
/ 

the deities cease contending and concede that Siva is the 

Lord of all, who is over them both. 

This myth is alluded to a number of times throughout 

the Tirumantiram where it is used in several different con-

texts but its primary function is to awaken a sense of the 

presence of the Lord surging up within the body of the devo-

tee. 

The Lord with the five faces, fifteen eyes, 
Ten hands and ten weapons ... 
Entered my heart, filled it to the brim 

and-remained. 1 -- -- --- ----

Like all mythic references incorporated into the Tirumantiram, 

this one is reworked in order to draw out its spiritual and 

social implications. In its new corporeal setting, the 

lancu mukamula aimmunru kannula 

ancino tansu karatalan tanula . 
ancutan anca yutamu~a nampiye~ 

nencu pukuntu niraintuniE Ea~e 

(TM 1736) 
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Lingodbhava myth encourages the devotee to view the body as 

a blessing rather than a curse precisely because the latter 

provides the intimate milieu in which the saving encounter 

takes place: 

I had previously thought the body was a liability. 
Then I saw the great truth (contained) therein. 
I saw the great Lord dwelling in my body 

and making it his temple (koyil) 
This body I now cherish and preserve. l 

For those who accepted the Lingodbhava myth as a valid 

and ideal expression of their own personal religious exper-

ience or of that for which they were willing to strive, the 

implications brought out in Mular's religious critique would 

be that much more compelling. They would recognize the va-

lidity of his attempt to challenge the notions (a) that sal-

vation comes from attachment to external religious forms, 

(b) that formal religious paths can be substituted for pur-

suing the one true inward path, or (c) that skillful but 

haughty religious disputations about spiritual matters can 

bring the participants closer to a real experiential knowl

edge (mey nana) of the One Lord. Those who accept the 

Ling6dbhava myth as central and subsequently acknowledge the 

implications drawn out by Mular, inevitably find that the 

lutampinai munnam ilukken rirunten . -
u~ampiguk ku~+e yu~u poru+ ka~~e~ 
utampule uttaman koyilkon tan enru .. - .. - --
u~ampi~ai ya~irun tompuki~ rene 

(Tr.1 725) 



173 

very basis of sectarian rivalries - pride, superficial com-

parisons and personal gain - has been substantially undercut. 

As a yogi who was very much aware of the social ramifications 

of religious practices and beliefs, Tirumular recognized how 

internal dissensions over secondary or less than ultimate 

issues were, in fact, undermining the raison d'etre for engag-

ing in the spiritual quest which called upon the individual to 

move toward the One and oneness or 'corom-unity' which that 

implies. By thus exposing the adherent's imagination to the 

transforming power of myth, he could hope to move his hearers 

beyond the confines of their conventional thinking and allow 

them to mentally anticipate that unitive experience which they 

had yet to know first hand. In this, the Tirumantiram exempli-

fies R. Panikkar's observation that myth is a powerful instru-

ment for expanding one's understanding precisely because it 

enables one to accept what is not fully understood. l 

The 
"J 

Pancakrtya Myth 

In the pura~as2 and Agamas,3 the Pa~cakrtya doctrine, 

(which will be described shortly) is associated with the image 

- /. of Sadas~va. In the Tirumantiram, this doctrine is linked not 

only with sadasiva4 but with the dynamic image of siva as the 

lr.1yth, Faith and Hermeneutics (New York: Paulist Press, 
1979), p. 32. 

2sp, Kailasamhita ch. 14,15. 

3Kamikagama, Mrgendragama,ch. 5 
4 j 

TM Tantra 7, section 4. 
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Na~araj (i.e. Lord of the dance).l Insofar as the Pancakrtya 

became thus superimposed on such anthropomorphic and quasi-
, 

anthropomorphic images of Siva, it will be regarded as having 

taken on a mythic character and, although it lacks a narrative 

component, the correlation of this doctrine with one or more 

visual representations will be understood in a broad sense as 

the Pancakrtya myth. Like the Lingodbhava myth, the latter 

is employed in the Tirumantiram to capture the imagination of 
, 

members of the various Saiva sects in order to broaden their 

frame of reference and, thereby, increase their capacity for 

a critical acceptance of religious difference. 

N 
The Pancakrtya myth appears to have been chosen for 

two reasons. First, because it underscores the dynamic char-

acter of the redemptive process and, secondly, because it shows 

the latter to be a positive manifestation of the Lord's gra-

ciousness. The graceful drama unfolds as Siva manifests him-

self in creation (Skt. srsti; Tml. pataittal) with its evolu-

tion of the principles of existence (i.e., tattvas) necessary 

for the genesis of the world and for the advent of human life 

which is occasioned by the union of body (Tml. utal) and soul 

(TmLl uyir);2 in conservation (Skt. sthiti; Tml. kattal) by 

sustaining that which comes into existence by the grace of the 

Lord's prevading presence,3 and in destruction (Skt. 

samharai Tml. alittal) by the involution of matter and 

ITM 2799 

2TM verses 381-410 outline the basic principles of 
creation. 

3TM 411-420. 
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fettered souls as they undergo the forces of decay, death and 

periodic dissolution in the ongoing process of returning to 

their Source. l The drama continues on the micro-cosmic plane 
I 

as the above activities are complemented by Siva's further 

revelation of himself in two additional operations namely, in 

the phenomena of obscuration (Skt. tirodhana; Tml. maraittal) 

and the final descent of grace (Skt. anugrahai Tml. arulal). 

The former involves a veiling of God's presence which allows 

the soul to gradually awaken to its own true nature,2 while the 

latter occasions the souls's liberating union in the Lord. 3 

According to this mythic interpretation of God's re-

lationship to the world, liberation is not a single operation 

but a process in which all facets of reality are meant to 

cooperate. Creation provides the conditions necessary for 

placing the soul in a field of experience in keeping with its 

karmic accumulation. Conservation supplies the space and time 

needed to 'enjoy' the fruits of one's deeds (karma). 

Obscuration complements this second phase of the re-

demption process by allowing the soul to become attached to 

what is impermanent (i.e., to material goods, wealth, body) 

until it learns, from pain and suffering, to see beyond the 

transient. Similarly, the micro-cosmic operation of arulal 

completesthe cosmic activity of destruction for it is the 

final descent of grace that destroys the bonds which lead to 

death and to the involvement in the periodic dissolution of 

ITH 421-430. 
2TM 431-440. 
3TH 441-450. Campantar-knows aT-these operations and 

refers to Siva as arutalaRcinar, the Lord of the five mercies, 
143.3. See also Tiruvacakam I.41-43. 
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the world. In this grand scheme, the end or goal (i.e., 

union with S'iva) is not unrelated to the means or the pro-

cess itself. Unlike the advaitic conception which maintains 

the fundamentally illusory character of the world and plu-
I 

rality of souls, the Saiva understanding, as it is presented 

in the 'Tirumantiram, acknowledges both as being positive, 

real manifestations of God's grace. What the Pancak~tya 

myth stresses is that life itself is a religious journey 

because all events - being born, living, dying, veiling and 

unveiling - all have been appointed by the Gracious One him

self. l Thus nothing is to be thought of as being insignif-

icant with regard to the liberation of the soul but, rather, 

all things are held to be precious when viewed as potential 

instruments for revealing the Lord who pervades everything: 

The Lord, himself unceasingly abides everywhere -
as body, as soul, as world 
as sea, cloud and as cloud-laden sky 
Indeed, the Lord abides as the great way (to the Goal) 

for those who reach his feet. 2 

1 -k . l' po kum varavum pun~tan aru pur~ntu - - . 
akkamum cintaiya taki~~a kalattu 

mekku mikaninra e~~ut ticaiyodum 

takkum kalakkum tayaparaE ta~e 

The Holy One grants the grace of dying and being 
born (and all that occurs in between) 

At the appointed time according to his thought, 
he commences evolution. 

The eight directions and all space he pervades 
and animates. Indeed, He is the Gracious One. 

(TM 393) 

2u~alay uyiray ulakam takik 

katalay karmukil nirpo~i va~ay , 



The eschatological framework l presented in the 

Pahcakrtya . myth was important for Mular because it sup-
• 

ported his basic contention that divergent practices were 
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to be judged not in relation to one another but in terms of 

the telos which was common for all. That is, the relative 

merits of different paths were not to be determined a priori 

but only in terms of their actual effectiveness in leading 
I 

individuals to a true knowledge ~f Siva. For Mular, the 

Lord was to be known as the an tar yamin or One who rules 

from within and this meant that those paths which best fa

cilitate the inward journey may rightly be described as be-

ing more perfect than others. The yogic coloring of these 

insights is evident and it is here that we see how medita-

tion prepared Mular for his role as mediator. For yogic 

meditation can be credited with both expanding his theolog-

ical vision and inspiring his distinctive way of represent-

ing, to the Tamil population, mythic material drawn from 

traditional Sanskrit sources. 

As regards the two major myths associated with the 

- I 
image of Sadasiva, they supplied Mular with the popular 

images he needed to communicate his vision of that which 

i~aiyay ulappili enkum tanaki 

ataiyar peruvali annalnin rane 

(TM 393) 

lHere the term eschatological refers to the S~iva 
doctrine regarding the more or less gradual evolution of 
the soul (pasu) toward its own fulfillment in wisdom, grace 
and love of the Lord. 
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makes spiritual integration, cooperation and tolerance pos-

sible. 
, 

The Lingodbhava myth clarified the goal of Saiva 

Siddhanta which focused attention on the bond linking all 
I 

Saivas; the panca~ya ~ myth conveyed the progressive char-

acter of the redemptive process which quite clearly made 

allowance for religious differences. 

In effect, the function of both myths was to provide 

a mental backdrop for understanding Mular's conciliatory 

vision of the dynamics involved in relating to the Lord and 

to one's fellow devotees. The critical role played by these 

myths can be appreciated when one recognizes the extent to 

which the religious outlook and behavior of individuals and 

groups are subtly but significantly inspired, guided and 

reinforced by their dominant operative myths. Consider, for 

example, how the puru~a Sukta myth of the ~g Vedal helped to 

institutionalize the Aryan perception of what was normative 

lX.90. In this myth, the four basic castes or social 
classes (var~a) are described as having originated from var
ious portions of Purusa's (the cosmic 'Person') body, i.e., 
Brahmins from the mouth of Purusa, the warrior-class from 
his arms, the merchants or vaisya from his thighs, and the 
sudras or low caste people from his feet. In St. Pauls ex
hortation to the Corinthians we find an equally compelling 
example of the rallying power of an operative myth which, in 
this instance, is that of the Resurrection: "If Christ has 
not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith 
is in vain." (I Cor. 15.14). What Paul is saying is that, 
without acceptance of the myth of the Resurrection, his ac
tions and response to Jesus would no longer make sense. The 
overarching horizon for Paul, is the Resurrection. 
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with regard to social class distinctions. An operative myth 

is not the focus of attention but that by which we are able 

to organize and interpret what happens to us and around us. 

In Heideggerian terms, such a myth can be said to express 

the "fore-meaning" which is a precondition for understanding. 

In the language of Hans-Georg Gadamer, operative myths can 

be said to project the horizonl against which we are able or 

not able to make sense of various personal experiences. 

with regard to the pancak~tya myth, it had projected the 

appropriate background for appreciating and participating in 

Agamic rituals and practices. Now Mular sought to have the 

practice of religious tolerance viewed in terms of the same 

background. For if one accepts Gadamer's thesis that the 

possibility of dialogue is enhanced when those taking part 

in the exchange can assume the same horizon,2 then those who 

share in the horizon expressed by the Pancak~tya could be 

expected to be more open to the argument that religious di-

versity is a positive good precisely because that myth sup-

ports the notion of accommodating individuals in various 

IThat is, "the range of vision that includes every
thing that can be seen from a certain vantage point." Truth 
and Method (New York: Seabury Press, 1975) p. 269. In Part 
II section i of this massive work, Gadamer discusses 
"Heidegger's disclosure of the fore-structure of understand
ing" and in section iv he relates this to his own notion of 
"horizon." 

2Ibid ., p. 79. Here Gadamer describes the artist's 
search for "new symbols or a new myth which will unite every
one (and which) may certainly create a public and create a 
community ... " 
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stages of spiritual maturity. In the remaining chapters 

we will explore how other mythic references incorporated 

into the Tirumantiram are related to and reflect the major 

themes associated with Sadasiva and the pivotal Lingodbhava 

-and Pancakrtya myths. 



v. THE APOLOGETIC FUNCTION OF MYTHIC FIGURES 

In referring to the image of Sadasiva, Tirumular was 

calling attention to the two major myths which had expanded 

his own theological horizon and provided him with a broad 
I 

base for building up Saiva solidarity. His experience freed 

him to take a fresh look at the Agamic tradition as it was 

being practiced in the Southern community. In so doing, 

he became aware of several forms of religious behavior that 

inhibited spiritual growth and made it difficult to acquire 

the kind of insightful understanding needed to transcend 

existing rifts. One shortcoming was the tendency to con-

fuse means and ends. This was evident in people who became 

caught up in daily religious routines but gradually lost 

sight of the overall purpose of their worship. Another con-

cerned the problem of unexamined practices degenerating into 

mind-numbing ritualism. There was also the matter of con-

servative elements opposed to incorporating creative inno-

vations who were fostering a type of religious and cultural 

elitism. Finally there was the issue of religious debates 

in which participants, inflexibly locked into predetermined 

positions, predictably generated more friction than enlight-

enment. Given the fascinating repertoire of myths, images 

and rituals connected with the Agamic tradition, popular 

misconceptions arising from the reification of these symbols 
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and symbolic activities were to be expected. If Agamic 

teachings and exercises were to unite devotees in their 

quest for the Lord and not become points of contention, then 

ongoing critical evaluation of one's understanding of the 

tradition would be essential. 

Mular's part in all this was to encourage members of 

the S~iva community to reexamine their religious assumptions 

and their patterns of religious behavior. A close reading 

of the Tirumantiram indicates that the author sought to 

confront his listeners on several fronts with appeals to 

their rational, moral and intuitive faculties. The first 

appeal, which will be studied in this chapter, was that dir

ected to the rational intellect. It was apologetic in na

ture. That is, it was designed to present a critical, re

sponsible and relevant restatement of the faith by taking 

into account both the concerns raised by contemporary his

torical developments and the language of argumentation which 

would be most meaningful for those being addressed. 

APOLOGETICS EAST AND WEST 

For the sake of clarifying the kind of apologetics 

found in the Tirumantiram, it is helpful to compare and con

trast the latter with that elaborated in the more familiar 

Christian tradition. In Christianity, apologetic discourse 

has generally been thought of as a discipline designed to 

defend the faith against attacks from those outside or 

182 
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thought to be outside the Church. Over the centuries argu

ments were prepared to counter objections raised by the 

Pagans of the Roman Empire, the Muslims of the Middle Ages 

and, following the Reformation, by one body of Christians 

against another. Only gradually did this apologia ad extra 

(apologetics directed outward) give way to an apologia ad 

intra (apologetics directed inward or to those inside). The 

latter was triggered by a need to systematically re-present 

the faith to a faithful who were being increasingly exposed 

to the various rationalistic, reductionistic and secular

istic thought patterns which came to the fore in the post

Enlightenment period. In each instance, whether the apology 

was prepared for groups inside and outside the Church, the 

language of the defense was dictated by the cultural back

ground of the intended audience. Positions based on 

Scripture were not excluded, but since the authority and 

interpretation of the latter were matters of dispute, their 

appeal was limited. For the most part, therefore, argu

ments and analogies were drawn from the independent disci

plines of philosophy, history and the physical sciences. 

A general comparison of this understanding of apolo

getics with that found in the Tirumantiram can be made with 

regard to three points. First of all, it is clear from the 

issues being discussed in the payiram (preface) of this work 

that Mular's apology is addressed not to heterodox groups 

but to insiders, i.e., to Southern Hindus and, more 
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~ . 
specifically, to Tamil-speaking Sa~vas. Judging from his 

I 
detailed fourfold classification of Saivas, Mular's audi-

ence was composed of those who had a vested personal inter-

est in learning about how these diverse types could be re-

lated. Secondly, the apology contained in the preface in-
I 

dicates that it is designed to clarify Saiva teachings rath-

er than refute heterod~ positions or objections. The strat-

egy was to shift attention from peripheral issues where in-

ternal differences were most pronounced, to central issues 

where the points of convergence were more obvious. Lastly, 

the text shows that Mular prepared the defense to meet the 

spiritual needs of a community which he saw as being threat-

ened not so much by outside forces as by a growing compla-

cency with regard to their own heritage of religious de-

bates, rituals, practices and myths. In keeping with the 

need to challenge the community from within and on its own 

terms, Mular opted to fashion his arguments and analogies 

with material drawn from S~iva mythology. 

In dealing with a population which had been exposed to 

Aryan mythology for several centuries, Mular had a certain 

advantage. He could count on the narratives being familiar 

and on recollections of them being triggered by only brief 

allusions. such allusions were already commonplace in the 

compositions of the Cankam and Tevaram poets. What was 

needed, then, was not a further recounting of the main 
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storyline but a way of so collecting and organizing these 

mythic references that a fairly systematic yet popular un-
I 

derstanding of the main teaching of Saiva Siddhanta would 

emerge. This was the project Mular seems to have taken 

upon himself. 

His apologia or defense of the faith is most evident 

in the payiram of the Tirumantiram. There he lays the 

groundwork for justifying and reconciling religious diver-
I 

sity within the Southern Saiva community. The first step 

involved clarifying those metaphysical teachings of S~iva 

Siddhanta which dealt with the necessary preconditions of 

celestial and terrestial existence, since these specified 

the relationship between the One and the many. The opening 

I 

verse provides a very basic description of Siva as the cen-

tral reality on which all other entities depend in quite 

cryptic, abstract terms: 

He Himself is one: the second is His grace (~) 
He is the three: He is witnessed in all the four; 
The five He conquered: the six He filled; 1 
The seven He pervades; the eight He manifests. 

The ambiguous language is typical of the Tamil siddhars. 

In the succeeding verses, however, there is a noticeable 

lonravan tane irantavan innarul -- - - . 
ninranan munrinul nankunarn tanaintu -- - - -- - . 
veE~a~aE aEu virintaEag e!umparc 

cenranan tanirun tanunarn tette 

(TM 1). 
Commentators such as A. Visvanatha Pillai interpret the 
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shift to a more popular style of writing in which the re-

lationship between the One and the many is elaborated in 

terms of the mythological horizon associated with the first 

salvific operation of the pancakrtya, ,namely, creation .. 

AS IT WAS IN THE BEGINNING 

In the Tirumantiram, creation (srsti) provides the ... 
authoritative setting for the dramatic unfolding of pri-

mordial patterns that appeal to both the will and the in-

tellect. Mythologically speaking, creation refers to a 

'time' when or an eternally normative realm where the true 

relationship between the One and the many is clearly estab-

lished. Through the recounting of creation, the listener 

is given a privileged glimpse of how it was in the begin-

ning when the devas (heavenly powers) and amarar (immortals) 

first carne into being. In this setting, the apologetic 

intent of the broad array of mythic references is evident. 

The One and the Many 

On earth there may be some doubt or confusion about 

numerical references as follows: The One is the Supreme 
Siva; two, Siva and Sakti; three, the trimurti or trinity 
of Brahrna, Visnu and Rudra; four, the Vedas; five, sense
cravings; six;·Vedangas or adhvas (cosmic or microcosmic 
pathways or realms); seven, worlds; eight, the ~ murtis 
which consist of the five elements (earth, air, fire, water, 
ether), time (the sun and moon) and the yajamana or soul. 
The last, being the highest manifestation of the Lord with
in the individual, is the most important. 
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which deity is to be worshipped as the one God or as to how 

to compare the various deities in terms of their roles and 

spheres of authority. In its own way, the well-known no

tion of the trimurti l or Hindu trinity contributed to this 

confusion by ascribing the operations of creation, preser-

vation and destruction to the devas Brahrna, Visnu and Rudra . . 
I 

(Siva) respectively. In heaven, there was no such uncer-

tainty if one looks to the account presented in the 

Tirumantiram. To set the record straight, one must return 

to the beginning. As the drama unfolds, the viewer sees 

that all three phases of the cosmological process are to-
I 

tally dependent on the presence of one God, namely, Siva 

who is described as the Holy One who sustains (Tml. mannum) 

all life, as the Lord of the lady (i.e., S~kti) who person

ifies his creative will, and as Kurrutaitton,2 the One who 

3 kicked the deva of death (i.e., Yama). It also becomes 

I 
apparent that a clear distinction must be made between Siva 

as the Absolute God and the three members of the trimurti. 

lThe notion of the trimurti was a somewhat artificial 
theological construct disseminated from the time of Candra 
Gupta in the early 4th Century A.D. It was appropriate that 
Mular should refer to it in numerous verses because it was 
more of a Saivite than Vaisnavite doctrine. The latter 
theologized in terms of avataras or descents: it was the 
S'ai vas who were inclined to refer to the trimurti. 

2This title of Siva recalls the incident where the 
latter is said to have saved a young Saiva devotee known as 
Markanteya from the clutches of Yama, the God of death. 

3This threefold description of Siva is given in verse 
2 of the Tirumantiram. 



" S1va is not one among many but, rather, the Source upon 

whom the many must depend. 

He (S'i va) is like the beginning itself, 
more ancient than the Three. l 

, 
Without Him (i.e., Siva), the Three can 

accomplish nothing. 2 

The incomparable One terminates the fleshly 
birth of Mal (i.e., Visnu), of Ayan (i.e., 
Brahma) and of other heavenly beings. 3 
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S~va is unequalled. The celestial pattern of worship 

confirms this by showing him to be a God "whom (all) the 

devas (Tml. tev'arkal) adore daily," 4 yet who Himself war-

S I 
ships none. There is no God like Siva, not even among the 

great Three. To reinforce this critical truth, Mular al-

ludes to the easily visualized myth of Visnu's avatara .. 
(descent) as a dwarf who, in three measured steps, retakes 

the whole world from under the control of a demon-tyrant 

named Bali. Referring to Visnu simply as "the one who meas-.. 
ured the earth" {Tml.mannalantan),6 he proceeds to contrast 

, 
this image with that of Siva of whom it is said: 

lmuBuaiyoP payu~!a muvarkku muttavag (TM 7 a). 

2avananri muvaral avaton rillai (TM 6 c). 
3 - -- - - -
va~a ... malaya£ vanavar 

u~ap pi~avi olikkum oruvaEai (TM 21 a,b). 

4ulappili tevarkal nakkanen rettitu (TM 3 a,b). . - - - . 
S - - -tannal tolappatu varillai tane (TM 9 d). 
6TM- i3. - . 



There is no one to measure Him who measured 
the heavens 

Transcending all (enkum katantu) I it is He 
who measures everything. 1 
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Katantum meaning 'to transcend,' is the verb form of 
• 

the Tamil noun katavul which Tamils used as the preferred 

generic designation for God since the time of Tolkappiyam 

and the period of early Cankam literature. In choosing 

this word to convey the saiva understanding of God, the 

author of the Tirumantiram was linking the Sanskrit and 

Tamil tradition and showing that the religious vocabulary 

of the latter was able to generate valuable insights into 

the nature of the Ultimate. When this Tamil expression is 

repeated in relation to each of the members of the trimurti, 

the apologetic thrust becomes quite evident. 

katantunin ran kama lammala rati . -
katantuni~ Eag ka~al vannan em mayag 

katantuni~ EaE avark kappuEam Ica£ 

katantunin ran enkum kantu ninrane . - - -
He transcended the one of the Lotus seat, 

(i.e., Brahma); 
He transcended the ocean-hued one (i.e., Visnu) 

and Mayan_(i.e., Rudra); 
He transcended Isan who is superior (to these); 
He transcended (all these) and remains witnessing 

all. 2 
TM 14 

1. 1 - . - -., 
v~nna an tantanna~ mel alantar~lla~ . . 
kannalan tenkun katantunin rane (TM 13 c,d). 

2If'~n~ were to int~rpret ~his-passage in yogic terms, 
one would have to visualize the six cakras or spiritual en
ergy centers located within the body and the particular 
devas associated with each as follows: 
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The Giver and the Gift 

" If the above verse identifies S1va as the all-seeing 

Transcendent One, the verse that follows presents a comple-

mentary image of this God as the Immanent One who himself 

becomes Brahma, Visnu and Rudra in order to pervade and .. 
abide within the microcosm of the human body. 

Becoming Brahma, becoming Hara (Rudra) 
And becoming Visnu, he pervades, fills and 

abides within the body 
As the gracious light, the ever-expansive one, 
The everlasting one who is the embodiment of 

justicel 

This verse may be read in two ways. From the macro-

cosmic perspective, it refers to the soteriological orien-

tation of the cosmological processes presided over by the 

devas of the trimurti. Taken in this way, the stanza brings 
I 

out the fundamental Saiva belief that the world has been 

Sadas'iva as witness reveals Ajna cakra 

Vissudha C. MaheSvara also known as IS~ obscures 

Anahata C. Rudra 

~.a¢purakam C. Visnu 
I 

Sradhistana C. Brahrrla 

MUladhara 

destroys ( involves) 

preserves 

creates (evolves) 

In this interpretation, we find a microcosmic version 
of the pancakritya. We also find that Sadasiva is the 
designation of the Lord of the saving acts who bestows the 
fullness of grace. 

latiyu may araDay u~alu~ ninra 

vetiyu mayvirintarntirun tan arul - . 
cotiyu rnayccurun kator tanmaiyu~ 

nltiyu maynitta rnakininrane 

(TM 15) • 



evolved for the purpose of liberating individual souls 

(pasus). Viewed from the microcosmic perspective of the 

I • 

yogi, these lines can be read as referring to Slva as he is 

manifested in the kundalinI energy surging up from the 

muladhara located at the base of the spine and steadily 

transcending the deva guardians associated with the various 

cakras as it moves upward through the body and graciously 

illumines the individual from within. Whichever reading is 

followed, the message remains the same; the Witness, the 

all-knowing One is, at the same time, the Revealer who re-

veals Himself in creation and within those He created. As 
I 

such, Siva is both the Giver and the Gift, the rain and the 

rain-laden cloud: 

If one were to look near and far 
(One would see) there is no God greater than 

my Primal Lord 
He is in the effort exerted and 

He is the terminus of the effort 
Called Nandi, He is himself the rains 

and the rain-laden clouds.l 

As the apologetic exposition continues we see that 

this Gift is the true wealth and that it is made available 

to all individuals. Both of these points are brought out 

in Mular's recounting of the well-known myth of Kubera. 

According to the narrative recorded in the siva purana,2 

1 ayalum pu~aiyumen atiyai nokkil 

iyalum perunteyvam yatumoE Eillai 

muyalum muyalil mutivuma! Eanke 

peyalum malaimukir pernanti tane (TM 11). 

2Rudra samh1ta, se~. 1, Ch. 19.-
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I 
Kubera was an ardent devotee of Siva who was rewarded for 

his tapas (ascetic fervor) by being made the lord of wealth 

and being given charge of the northern city of Alakai near 
I 

Kailasa. This gesture of friendship was initiated by Siva 

Himself. In the Tirumantiram, these boons and the gener-

osity of the bestower are duly noted: 

Seeing full of tapas, making him the 
Lord of wealth, 

(And) making him the great lord (of the North) , 
the king of Alkai, 

(And) conserving the wealth adorning that town 
(atupati) , 

My Lord (S'iva) said (to him): "Have this town" 
(itupatit l 

Read by itself, this verse simply calls to mind facets 

of the mythic narrative outlined above. When read in con-

junction with the succeeding verse, however, a second more 

symbolic interpretation suggests itself. If verse 18 cele-

brates the greatness of Kubera who was given lordship over 

itu pati (this town, this world, this body), "the Lord of 

2 the Lord of Wealth" is One who possesses the power to re-

duce the latter (i.e., itu pati) to the status of a crema-

tional grounds. On the other hand, the same verse brings 

out His willingness to take up residence in the heart (here 

latipati ceytu a~akai ventanai 

nitipati ceyta ni~aitava nokki 

atupati yatarit takkam takki~ 

itupati kollenra emperumane .. -- -
(TM 18) 
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referred to as atu pati or 'that town') of one who prac

tices true tapas (mey tavam).l Rereading verse 18 in light 

of these comments, one begins to look at the traditional 

narrative in a new way. One sees that the true tapas is the 

quest for the Lord who dwells within. The true wealth is 

the knowledge of this Lord. The term "atu pati" (that town) 

refers to the heart adorned with this wealth2 while the term 

"itu pati" (this town) designates the body. This means that 

what happened to Kubera is not unique; it can happen to 

I 
others as well. Because of Siva, it is possible for others 

to become like Kubera, to become lords of an imperishable 

treasure and to receive a similar mandate over their own 

bodies. All that is asked of individuals is that they look 

within themselves to encounter the One who holds authority 

litu pati elan kama! po!il elum 

mutu pati ceytava~ mutari valan 

vitu pati ceytavan meyttavam nokki 

atu pati yak a amaruki~ Ea~e 

He who possesses primeval wisdom, 
who made this spicy, fragrant, sevenfold world 

like a crematorial ground; 
He who fixed the chandrakal (i.e., who gave 

the yogic path), 
Looking at true tapas, He willingly resides in 

that town (atu pati) 

2This verse reminds one of the perceptive biblical 
passage which observes that where one's treasure is, there, 
also, will be one's heart. (Mt. 6.21). 
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over birth and death. l For Mular, true tapas (mey tavam) 

does not require the multiplication of arbitrary depriva-

tions but a commitment to the demanding task of seeing 

I . fIJ- I. 
Siva ]nanam, knowledge of S1va. 

The Obstacle and its Removal 

To encourage such a commitment, followers are reas-

sured about the Lord's ability to overcome ignorance. This 

point is gotten across by reminding his Tamil-speaking au-
I 

dience of the mythic episode of Gajaha wherein Siva fells 

and flays a forest elephant sent against him by his ene

mies. 2 On the surface, this appears to be a simple refer-

ence to one of the well-loved and frequently cited heroic 

deeds of the asta vrrattas. 3 If, however, one does not 

view this verse in isolation but considers it in relation 

to the apologetic theme being developed in adjoining stan-

zas, then it can be argued that the elephant is meant to 

be taken as a symbol of malam or the impurity of spirit 

ITM 20. 

2TM 21c. This Puranic myth describes how a group of 
Rsis performed a sacrifice to destroy siva who had won the 
affection of their wives. Various destructive objects in
cluding an elephant were sent forth against Siva. He neu
tralizes the impact of all the objects but in particular 
that of the elephant which he flays and whose hide he vic
toriously dons. 

3That this episode was well received by the Tamils can 
be gathered from the frequent allusions to this episode in 
the hymns of the Tevaram poets. Cuntarar alone refers to 
the elephant 57 times. 
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largely associated with ignorance. In numerous quatrains 

preceding verse 21, siva is repeatedly described as being 

all-knowing and as being the One who bestows knowledge of 

Himself. , " In the subsequent quatra1ns (22-25), S1va is fur-

ther addressed as the Ruler of Maya (illusion),l as the God 

of (illuminating) fire,2 as the One who stands by those who 

change their deluded hearts,3 and as the One who assures 

- - 4 the termination of maya. From the context, we may con-

clude that just as the myth of Kubera represents Siva's 

readiness to bestow the wealth of inner knowledge, the myth 

of Gajaha symbolizes the destruction of inner obstacles to 

that knowledge. 5 This is to be seen as the ultimate purpose 

of the overt forces of cosmic dissolution as well, insofar 

as experience of impermanence motivates one to search for a 

more lasting Reality. In terms of its social implications, 

this interpretation would incline one to see ignorance as 

the 'cornmon enemy.' And were this truth adequately real-

ized, individuals and groups would be freer to pool their 

lmayanan natan (TM 22a) . 

2vannik~irai (TM 23a) . 

3ma;~luE~~ cintaiyai / marri nin rarvali 

manninin rane (TM c,d). 

4ma;~ vi~u~t~murn arne (TM 25d) . 

5This allegorical interpretation is also found in the 
hymns of Cuntarar, in particular decade 100. For a summary 
of his approach see Dorai Rangaswamy, Religion and Philosophy, 
Vol. 1, Ch. 4, and Vol. 2, Ch. 97. 
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resources and concentrate their energies on overcoming this 

central obstacle than in contending with one another over 

peripheral issues. 

ON EARTH AS IN HEAVEN 

( 

Having thus far presented Siva as knower (creator), 

bestower (preserver) and remover of obstacles (destroyer), 

Mular proceeds to describe one other facet of the Lord's 

gracious nature - His divine accessibility. It should be 

noted that, at this point in the text, apologetic state

ments become juxtaposed with kerygmatic l ones. The effect 

is such that the logical and mythological exposition of the 

faith is balanced out by an infusion of emotive declarations. 

This combination reminds us that the Tirumantiram is not aj. 
treatise on the scientific study of religion. It is a man 

I 
ual of religious instruction whose main objective is not tio 

L 

disseminate information about the nature of evolution or 
I 

about the subsidiary roles of devas or even about Siva, but 

to evoke an existential experience of the reality of these 

truths. For Mular, there can be no such thing as objec-

tive knowledge of God, if by this one means a detached un-

derstanding of a sacred object. There can be no such thing 

1 
In Greek/kerygma (K9Puy~~ means '~roclamati@n' 

In Tamil, kur~am (&t r? "? ~ ) means the same and this is the 

word Mular employs at the outset in verse 2 when he writes 

tanaiyan kurukinrene, "Him I proclaim!" 
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precisely because true knowledge of God requires love (anpu). 

The ignorant think that love and God 
are two; 1 

They do not know that love is God. 

To love objectively is a contradiction in terms because 

love moves a person beyond the subject-object duality which 

objectivity presupposes. 

Divine Accessibility and the Human Response 

Importance of Worship. Millar's God was not one who 

kept himself at a distance. His graciousness, like that of 

the Tamil kings who welcomed wandering bards, was marked by 

His accessibility. This truth is appropriately introduced 

in emotive kerygmatic language. "Indeed, you, too can be 

united with Him,,2; "Some say, 'God does not love me' but 

even to those who deny Him, He remains by their side shel

tering them,,3; "Day and night he pours out (His)grace.,,4 

la~pu civamira~ ~e~par aEivilar 

aEpe civimava tarum arikilar. 

(TM 270 a,b) 

Tamil scholar T. P. Meenakshi Sundaranar observes that al
though anpu had initially denoted mundane love, "the Cankam 
poets idealized it so much that it becomes the absolute 
love, which is the inner principle of this universe and 
human life. Therefore it was easy for Tirumular to iden
tify love with S'iva." The Pageant of Tamil Literature 
(Madras: Sekar pathippagam, 1966), pp. 26, 27. 

2kutalumame (TM 2ld) . 

3e~~kkiEai a~pila~ enpar iraivan 

pila~~ rarpakkam peni ninrane 
- - - • -- - (TM 22 c,d). 

4allum pakalum arulukinrane (TM 23d) . . ---
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I 

Siva outdoes even the most outgoing of the early royal pa-

trons in that He does not wait for others to direct devo-

tees to Him, rather, He Himself offers to become their 

guide (valittunai).l 

What then is the proper response to such gracious-

ness? The answer is disarmingly simple. "Worship Him 

(tolumin) !,,2 "Bow low before Him with hands prayerfully 

raised (vana~ki) .,,3 "Honor Him and sing His praises 

(porricai·t tumpukalntum)." 4 "Consecrate your treasures to 

His (sacred) feet (civanatik kecelva marriya) .,,5 "Glorify 

my Lord! (For) you can be united with Him also (en konai 

pukalumin kutalumame).,,6 "In whatever manner you praise 

Him, in that same manner you will receive grace from the 

Lord.,,7 To this list, Mular adds his own personal faith 

responses interspersed with allusions to various mythic 

figures. 

The One who spurned the deva of death, 
Him I proclaim!8 

ITM 28d. 

2TM 25c, 26a. 

3TM 27c, 28d. 

4TM 24a. See also Appar: "Dance, worship, weep, 
sing!" (Tevaram 177.8). 

5TM 24b, c. 

6TM 2ld. 

7eppari cayiEum ettumin ettinal 

appari clcan arul oera lame (TM 36c, d) . . ~ -
8 ... ten ticaik koru ventanam 

kurrutait ta~aiya~ kurukinrene (TM 2c, d). 
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The Mendicant (Siva) whom the immortal devas adore 
... Him I enter into, meditate upon and worship.l 
He is like the beginning itself, more ancient than 

the three. 
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He is the peerless leader with whom none can compare. 
(Yet) call him, "father" (~) and He becomes 

like a father. 2 

"Glory to the Holy Feet," the immortals (arnarnar) chant, 
"Glory to the Holy Feet," the asuras chant, 
"Glory to the Holy Feet," humans also chant. 
I, too, glorified (them) and thereby "caused" them 

to be made manifest in love. 3 

I 

ordinarily Siva is upheld as the Cause but here the prayer-

ful devotee is pictured as the spontaneous 'cause.' 

Meaning of True Worship. According to the Tirumantirarn, 

worship is essential because s'iva "will be the guide on the 

(inner) path only for those who worship. "4 In urging indi-

viduals to approach the Lord in this manner, however, Mular 

was careful to make a clear distinction between worshipping 

(va~ankiya) and doing rituals (viti ceyya); these were nei

ther to be confused nor equated. This distinction is im-

portant in Mular's apology and it made with the help of a 

mythic scenario which suggests that those who know how to 

1 -. - .-
nakka~e~ Eett1~u nata~a1 na~o~um 

pukku nin ~~~iya~ pOE~i cey vege (TM 3b,d). 

2mu£gaiYo~ payu~~a muvarkku muttava~ 
taE~aiyop payo~~um illat talaimaka~ 

tannaiyap paeEil appa~u mayulag (TM 7a,b,c). 

3po~~ieg pararna rarpuEi taEa~i 
pOE~ie~ paracu rarpuEi taga~i 

pOEEie~ parrna~i tarpu~i taga~i 

porrien anpul poliyavait tene (TM 44). 

4va~~nkini~ r~rkke va.!ittu~aiyame (TH 28d) . 
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perform fixed rituals are not necessarily the ones who know 

how to worship. The latter is something that must corne from 

the heart (nencu). 

In the past this world had many gods 
Many ritualistic injunctions (viti), too, 

but the One Truth (onru meyrnmai) they 
did not know. 

Even those who are able to recite many 
prayers praise (with their lips) 

If they have not seen in their heart (nencu), 
they (can only) wilt. l 

Ways of Worshipping. So individuals are exhorted to 

seek out the generous Lord not with costly sacrifices or 

elaborate Vedic chants or formal religious gestures, but in 

the manner of the poor Tamil panars (bards) who approached 

the ruler with nothing more than a song of praise in their 

hearts and on their lips. Arriving creatively empty they 

carne away filled to overflowing. 

Bending in prayer, they raise (their hearts) and 
voices saying 'my Lord' 

Thus effecting closeness, they attain the Lord's 
grace. 2 

The formality of various Vedic viti (Skt. vidhi) with 

their detailed rubrics regarding the positioning of altars, 

the direction to be faced by an officiating priest and the 

precise formulations to be said, stand in marked contrast 

1 . 1 - . 1 k pat1pa a vayatu pa~~1v vu a am 

vitipala ceyto~£u meyrnmai u~arar 

tutipala tontiran collaval larum 

matiyilar nencinul vatukin rare (TM 33) . 

2ettiyum emperu ~an en'rir~i~ciYum 
attancey tlcan aru~peEa lame (TM 39c, d) 



to the spontaneity of the Tamil bhakti cult with its en-

thusiastic celebration of the Lord's name in music, song 

and dance. 

Our Lord who is the Lord of the devas and of 
all ten directions .•..•. 

How we sing of His grace!l 

The Lord (who is present everywhere) become the 
Uncreated Path 

Having adored (Him), you should continue to adore, 
Having praised you should continue to praise 

In the east and west and all directions 
He will put you on the path and, in that way, 

cause you to dance. 2 

I wreath (Him), I place (Him) in the centre 
of my heart. 

I sing (patuvau), "0 Lord!" bowing and strewing 
many flowers. 

I dance (atuvan)' the dancing Lord of the 
immortals (amarar) 3 

I seek; now this alone is what I know. 

By thus promoting the Muttarnil tradition of music, 
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song and dance, Mular was clearly seeking to defend the less 

restrained, more free flowing approach of the Tamil bhaktas. 

As a yogi coming from the eclectic siddhar tradition, he 

was working to dissuade his listener from measuring 

1 .. . ... ... 
tevar p~ra~nam p~ra~ t~ca~ patta~yum. 

pavu piran arut patalu marne (TM 32 a,d). 

2aEEuki la~a1i ~ak~ iEaivaEaip 

porrumin porrip pukalmin pukalntitil 
-- - -- - - - . 

merricaik kunkilak kutticai ettotu .. . 
marruvan appati yattavu marne (TM 35) . 

3cu~~van-nenci~ai v~ippa~ pirane~Eu 
pa~uvan panmalar tuvip pa~intuni£ 

ratuvan a~i amararpi ra~e~£u 

na~uvaE yaEi£ EaEivatu tane (TM 50). 
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spirituality in terms of the externals of religion which 

inevitably vary from group to group. The means are not in-

significant but they need not set one group against another. 
I 

Various forms of worship are acceptable to Siva. For though 

He himself is the uncreated form (pirava uruvanai)I and is 

above all sects, creeds and religious groupings, He never-

theless makes Himself present as the Vedic fire which il

lumines the inner and outer worlds 2 and as the great cosmic 

dancer whose favorite sabha (dance hall) is the devotee's 

heart. 3 True worship, whether it be of the Vedic, Agamic 

or Tamil bhakti variety, requires humility, not comparative 

boasting. The one who desires to approach the victorious 

anklet of the Lord's foot, must first decrease (kurai) in 

size. 4 Those who worship in this spirit, come to under-

stand the conciliatory message suggested by the mythic ex-
I 

ploit in which Siva heroically swallows the poison stirred 

up by well-intentioned but misguided devas, and, like a 

deer separated from its herd, they subsequently become joined 

with the Lord who has the harmony-creating woman (i.e., 

ITM 38 b. 

2"He stood before me with a complexion resembling fire" 

tanumnin rantalal tanokku meniyan (TM 37b) . 
3 - --- - --
"In the center of my heart. I place and wreathe 
the dancing Lord. (TM 50 a,c). 

4TM 40. This verse is similar to the scriptural 
passage from In. 3.30: "I must decrease that He may increase." 
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ParvatI) at his side. l 

Here we have another example of how Mular utilizes 

myth in an apologetic way. Arguing from analogy, he invites 

his listeners to see religious strife as the poison which 

the S~iva community must allow Siva to consume once again. 

Judging from the number of exhortations to worship, Mular 

seems to trust that when this act is wholeheartedly directed 

to Siva it will lead devotees beyond their factions to a 

point where they can actually celebrate the fact that the 

Lord chooses to come in diverse ways -

1...... '" - . - . c1Eanceyta nancunt tevar p1rapa1p 

pUEanceyta nencitai p03~aval larkkuk 

kananceyta vanutal pakanum anke . -
inanceyta manpol inankinin rane - .-
The Lord God, swallower of the poison born of 

strife, 
(That Lord) who has the music-creating woman 

at His side 
He joins to Himself the cultivated heart 

that can praise. 
He becomes like a deer joined to its herd. 

(TM 41) 
I 

The story of Siva swallowing poison was known to the Cankam 
poets. (Puram 91). It recalls the incident which occurred 
when the devas, in search of a substance (ambrosia) which 
would make them immortal, churned an ocean of milk. A 
mountain was used as the churning post and a serpent as the 
rope. Visnu made himself the support for the post. The 
first substance to emerge was a life-threatening poison 
which sliva immediately consumed. ParvatI, who was near Him, 
then pressed His throat to prevent the poison from entering 
His stomach. 



To 

To 

To 

I 

those who proclaim the feet of Hara (Siva) 
with weeping, 

others who seek the Lord's feet, meditating 
daily (and) 

still others who secure knowledge of the Feet 
by retreating into solitude. l 
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I, 
There can be little doubt that Mular expects S~va Himself 

to instruct those who worship and, at some point in the in-

struction, show them the value of both the vitivali, the 

ordered (Vedic) path and the tutivali, the (bhakta) path of 

.. 2 
pra~s~ng. 

The former offers guidance for this world of birth and 

death, and latter leads one to the inner Lord of Light who 

illumines the path for transcending what is. In terms of 
. I 

reaching the goal of loving union with Siva, singing, dan-

cing and strewing flowers are clearly affirmed as appropri-

l ' . 3 ate re ~g~ous responses. This was not to say that the wor-

ship associated with the Tamil bhaktas was to displace other 

1 '11' . 1 arant~ co ~ ararr~ a utu . -
paranati natiye parippa nalum . -.. . 
uranati ceytan kotunkaval larkku 

( TM 43 a, b , c). 

2TM 45. In this verse, Mular seems to say that the 
role of the viti'or Vedic and tuti or bhakti paths can best 
be understood from the perspective of the ultimate destin
ation here referred to as pativali, a term which could be 
variously translated as 'the way-to the city, to the tem
ple or body, to the Lord or as the way to mukti (liber
ation) . ' 

3TM 50. 



forms of worship but to show that, in their own distinc-

tive way, these bhaktas had access to the truths of the 

Vedas and Agamas. 

The argument Mular uses parallels that found in the 

1 New Testament where Peter, surprised to find an intense 

faith in God among a group of Gentiles, takes this as a 
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sign of God's acceptance of them and proceeds to officially 

welcome them into the community of the baptized, the twice

born. Similarly, Mular seeks to dispel any notion that the 

Tamil bhaktas should be viewed as inimical or alien to the 

more formal religion of the Vedic and Agamic branches of 
I 

Saivism. They are seen to have a spirit of devotion which 
I 

is welcomed by Siva and which deserves explicit recognition 
I 

if not outright imitation. Having thus argued that Siva has, 

in fact, already made Himself accessible to the Tamil 

bhaktas, Mular proceeds to offer a critical assessment of 
/ 

the way in which Siva is made accessible to such devotees 

-
in and through the Vedas and Agamas. 

Accessibility in the Scriptures 

In the section entitled "Veta Cirappu" (the Special

ness of the Vedas) ,2 Mular directs his apologetic remarks 

lActs 10.44-48. 

2Tantra I, Sec. 2, Vs. 51-56. 
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to the adherents of the Brahmanical tradition. His praise 

for the Vedas is unequivocal: "In the Vedas is the entire 

dharma that is worthy to be preached and (practiced) .,,1 

Yet he challenges those who would presume to equate reci-

tation of the mantras with realization of their import: 

"One who recites the Vedas, does not (necessarily) become a 
2. 

knower of Brahman." Alluding to the traditional Agamic 1 
myth of the Vedas having originated from Siva, Mular \ 

I 

stresses that Siva spoke the Vedas in order to reveal the! 
:) 

Revealer. To this end He not only gave Brahmins the karma 

kanda in order to guide their rituals but also gave the .. 
• IV-
Jnana kanda or philosophical portion of the Vedas in order 

to lead them to the True Reality (mey porul) hidden within 

their words. 4 Liberation, which is synonymous with bliss 

(ananda), is presented in the Tirumantiram not as a product 

of ethical or ritual behavior but as a grace (arul) that . 
accompanies loving understanding (~ana) and understanding " 

love (anpu). It is not action that determines knowledge, 

rather it is knowledge which informs and qualifies 'the 

ITM 51 a,b. vetattin otat takum aram ellamula 

2TM 52 a. \' 
3As against the MImamsa position which holds that they I, C 

are apauruseya (not given by a deity) and nitya (eternal) . 
• 

4TM 52 b, c, d. The terms karma ka~Qa and jnana kaP9a 
are interpretations of the word "Vetam" which is repeated 
in each line of this verse. The interpretation followed 
here is drawn from the commentator A. Visvanatha Pillai. 



doing,' thereby raising the latter to the status of a sav-

ing action, a holy means. Those who have difficulty dis-

covering the True Reality hidden in the mantras are urged 

to adopt the committed emotive stance of the Tamil bhaktas. 

For, 'according to Mular, it is the experience of melting 

with love that prepares individuals for discerning the Lord 

who indwells the mantric form. l Those who are able to keep 

their attention focused on the Great Path (peruneri), which; 
! 

is none other than the Lord Himself, 
I 

recognize that the Saiva and Vedanta 

are said to eventual Ii 
I 

paths basically agree}2 

The implication is that any serious religious disputes be-

tween these groups must be the result of superficial under-

standing and an attachment to the external fruits of their 

actions. 3 

True knowledge is held to overcome factions and divi-

sions, and a supplementary way of acquiring this knowledge 

is through the Agamas: 

liruk kuru vamelil vetattinulle 

urukkunar vayu~ar vetattu~ onki 

verukkuru vakiya vetiyar collun 

karukkuru vayninra kannanu marne - - .. -
Within the beautiful Vedas there is the mantra form. 
Growing within the Vedas and within the word of 

the Brahmins which provoke awe, 
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(And known only to) one who has a melting experience 
There stands, like a form within a womb, the eyed one. 

(TM 53) 



-Both the Vedas and Agamas are true 
Scriptures of the Lordi 

One is general, the other particular. 
The one who understands, sees both are 

revelations of the Lord. l 
I _ 

Like the Vedas, the Saivagamas are said to derive from 

Sadas~va.2 Appropriately, section three deals with the 

"Specialness of the Agamas" (akama cirappu).3 It is dis-

tinguished by a single mythic narrative which subtly dis-

closes the apologetic intent of the author as it is elabo-

rated in a comparatively lengthy sequence of verses. 

Mular's goal is to justify his writing of a Tamil Agama, 

more specifically, to defend his departure from tradition 

on this matter. 

-That the Agamas as well as the Vedas were available 

only in the Sanskrit language can be gathered from verse 

965: 

The fifty letters Jalong with) constitute 
All the Vedas and Agamas. 
When the truth of these fifty is realized, 
(It will be found that) these fifty merge 

in the five. 4 

ITM 2397 a,b,c. 

2mantra tantrakyam cataciva mukhodyatam 

_ Of those (revealed), the mantra and tantra (i.e., 
Agama) come from the face of Cataciva. Kamikagama, 
Tantravatara Patalam, vs. 20. 

3Section 3 of Tantra I includes verses 57-66. 

4aimpatu elutte anaittu vetankalum 

aimpatu elutte anaittu akamankalum 
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Like Latin, Sanskrit was not only regarded a holy language, 

but the ritual language of the priests who were entrusted 

with the performance of Vedic and Agamic rites. Mular's de-

fense of the vernacular follows a simple logic. Recitation 

of mantras is insufficient; for liberation, understanding is 

necessary; Southern Saivas are Tamil-speaking so how are 

they to understand the import (porul) of their religious 

practices unless someone explains it in their own tongue. 

The gist of the argument is quite logical but the ration-

ale itself is presented in my tho-logical terms with the aid 

of a mythic narrative recorded in various Saiva Agamas. 
I 

Basically, the myth describes how Siva complies with the 

requests of scores of devas and rsis who approach Him and .. 
beseech Him to teach them the meaning of Agamas which had 

come from His fifth face. l Because the sequence is impor-

tant I will provide an uninterrupted translation of the 

verses before commenting on the development of the argu

ment. 2 

aimpatu elutteyam avatu arintapin - --
aimpatu e~uttum pay ancu eluttame 

A. Visvanatha Pillai explains that the 50 letters plus one 
refer to the letters of the Sanskrit language while the 
five designate the pancaksara or five-syllabled praise of 
Siva, i.e., na-ma-si-va-ya. (Sanskrit as it is known today 
has 48 letters, Tamil has only 31.) 

lsee Kamikagama, Tantravatara Patalam vs. 4. 

2see appendix for the verses in Tamil. 



Requesting the precious meaning of the Agamas, 
twenty-eight in number, 

Which the One with the dark-haired lady by His side 
(Gave forth) from his fifth face, 
The sixty-six (celestials) came before (Him) 

bowing with folded hands. (57) 

The Great God (annal) by grace graciously gave 
the Sivagamas. 

If you count them they number ten million crores. 
(Because of them) the celestials (vinnavar) 

proclaim the Lord's excellence . •• 
I, (also), contemplating their meaning, 

worship (Him). (58) 

The true pandits are those who understood 

210 

The meaning of the author of the eighteen languages. 
It is for the pandits and the whole world that 
The Primal Lord made the eighteen languages. (59) 

-By grace the great God graciously revealed the Agamas 
(Yet) in heaven, even the immortals themselves find 

it difficult to know (them) 
If you count the countless writings; 
(You see) they are like writing on the water 

(Le., difficult to grasp). (60) 

I 

Being the Ultimate One, (Siva) reveals Himself and 
that which, leads to Him (i.e., the finite world). 

At the time He proclaimed Sivadharma (=sivapuja) 
as the world's upholder, 

The immortals worshipped Him as Hara (Destroyer). 
Nandi,* (who is thus worshipped) stands prominently 

in the Agamas as the knowledge that gives 
spiritual strength. (61) 

I 

From Siva, the highest, 
To r.1ahesVara, to Rudra, 
By tapas the great Lord 

I, _ I, 

to Saktl, to Sadaslvam 
to Visnu and on to Brahma -
of lord~ successively begot 

Himself in Himself 
(Finally) our Nandi (Guru) begot the nine Agamas. 

* I An endearing term for Siva as Guru. 

(62) 



211 

Verse 63 merely lists the nine Agamas mentioned above: the 

Karanam, Kamikam, VIr am, Cintam, Vatulam, Viyamalam, 
• " 

Kalottaram, Cuppiram and the Makutam . 
• 

I _ 

Countless are the Sivagamas the great God graciously 
revealed by his grace 

If they do not understand God's wisdom 
(i.e., the Agamas) 

Then the countless millions (of Agamic verses) 
Are like writing on water. (64) 

In the interim between summer and the rainy season 
While the lake grows thin,/ 
At this difficult moment Siva showed mercy (karunai) . to the Lady (Sakti) 
By teaching her, at once Sanskrit and Tamil. (65)1 

Indeed one can know Him who reveals 
The mystery of binding and loosing the garland (of 

life) . 
The passing away and ceasing of life, 
Through both the Tamil language and the Sanskrit 

language. (66) 

From this carefully arranged sequence of mantras, a 

persuasive parable emerges. In response to the request of 
I _ 

the celestials (vs. 57), Siva reveals millions of Agamas 

(vs. 58). But so profound are these scriptures that even 

the immortals (amarar) in heaven have difficulty understand-

ing them (vs. 60 a,b), which means that, for all practical 

purposes, such revelations were "like words written on wa-

ter" - too elusive to grasp (vs. 60 c,d). Their celestial 

lThis verse presents a variation of the myth in which 
De vI (Sakti) is rewarded by S~va for her tapas which she 
performs throughout the seasons for the sake of all crea
tures. There, her reward is to be instructed on the mean
ing of om. 
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status not withstanding, these heavenly beings are seen to 

be in need of a teacher, a guru. 
I, , 

Slva obllges and, as part 

of the instruction, proclaims the way of Sivadharma, other-
, 

wise known as Sivapuja (vs. 61). Up to this point in the 

narrative, Mular's audience may be expected to be in full 

agreement with the Lord's sensitivity to the plight of the 

celestials. It is not until the episode hits home and they 

find themselves in a similar situation that the parabolic 

impact makes itself felt. Only when they see the implica-

tions of this myth for their own lives do they come to rec-

ognize the demand it makes on them. To make the connection, 

verse 62 describes the bond between heaven and earth in 

terms of the descent or evolution of the truth proceeding 

from Siva Himself to Sakti to Sada~iva on down through the 

members of the trimurti and finally becoming manifest on 
I I 

earth in the Sivagamas which Siva as Guru makes available 

to him. Now humans and, in particular, Tamil-speaking in-

dividuals who do not know Sanskrit, find themselves in a 

similar position of not being able to grasp the meaning of 

the Agamas which were designed for those who sought to be 
I 

united with Siva. For them, too, these scriptures were 

1 like so many letters written on water. Having succinctly 

lBecause of the similarity of the wording in verses 
60 and 64 Ramanatha Pillai regards the latter as a repeti
tion and omits it entirely. This is in keeping with his 
quest to limit the text to 3000 verses. In so doing he 
misses the parabolic impact of the repetition which con
nects the plight of the celestials with the plight of 
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drawn the parallel and posed the problem as he sees it ex-

isting in South India, Mular concludes his apology for use 

of the vernacular with an allusion to yet another mythic 
( 

shows Siva instructing DevI in both episode, one which 

Sanskrit and Tamil - . ') 1 (ar~yamum Tam~lum . From this, the 

reader may be expected to conclude that the Tamil is as 

well-suited as Sanskrit for the task of seeking the One who 

reveals the meaning behind the mysteries of existence. 2 As 

for the Tirumantiram itself, the celestials in heaven are 

said to ceremoniously approach Nandi chanting this garland 

of mantras which they constantly kept in their hearts. 3 

This analysis contrasts greatly with that offered by 

4 Ramana Sastri who argues that verses 59, 65 and 66 should 

be viewed as interpolations because "there is no ground for 

concluding that they are statements made by Tirumular in re

lation to the theme of the book.,,5 Such a statement is 

convincing only if one concurs with a previously stated the-

sis that the Tirumantiram was a direct translation of an 

humags who do not understand Sanskrit, the language in which 
the Agamas were preserved, if not composed. 

lTM 65. The Ceylonese commentator A. Visvanatha Pillai 
takes thi~ verse to say that in the beginning Slva taught 
Devi the Agamas in Sanskrit and their meaning in Tamil. 

2TM 66. 

3TM 86. 

4Sastri's edition (S. ed.) verses 69, 75, 76. 

5Ramana Sastri, The Tirumantiram (in Tamil), p. 12. 
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earlier Sanskrit work, the so-called Mantra Ma1ika and also 

accepts his claim that verses 59 through 98 1 were added 

later by Mular's disciples. The continuity of the my tho

logic of verses 57-66,2 I submit, indicates otherwise.3 

Verses 67-94 4 are also very much to the point in that they 

expand the apology by explaining not only why the truth of 

the Agamas ought to be made available in Tamil but why Mu1ar 

should be the one to carry out this task. Verse 68 relates 
I 

how, by Nandi's (Siva's) grace, he (Mu1ar) was designated 

a master (natan). As such, he had a spiritual bond with 

the Nandis (gurus) who went before him. Like them, he was 

committed to seeking the Lord dwelling within himself. It 

was in this context that Mu1ar recited the famed verse: "By 

Nandi's grace we sought mu1ani,,5mu1an here meaning the in-

ner source. He was also moved by the same generous 

1 S. ed. 69-108. 

2sastri, vss. 57-66. 

3This is not to rule out any interpolations, however. 
According to Vacchirave1u Muda1iar verse 57 (S.67) should be 
regarded an interpolation because the specification of 28 
Agamas most likely did not antedate the reign of Rajendra 
Co!a (985-1014). Personal corresponce of December 5, 1978. 

If this be the case, the sequence can be taken to 
begin with verse 58 without hindering the parable. Verse 
59 and 63 (S.69,73) may be interpolations but the weight of 
the parable does not rest on them. They only expand on a 
point that has already been made. 

4sastri, vss. 83-103. 
5TM 68 

By Nandi's grace we were called masters 
By Nandi's grace we sought mu1an 
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spirit which characterized the earlier masters. If they 

had become lords (tevar) and masters (nataran) it was be-

cause of the grace-inspired selfless resolve which each of 

them expressed: "Let others have all that I had!"l To this, 

Mular rejoins, "Let this world have the joy I had!,,2 Once 

again the apologetic and kerygmatic approaches are kept to-

gether as the yogi author of the Tirumantiram announces why 

he intends "to Tamil-ize" the Lord. 3 

Mular was de~~mined to offset the faulty notion that 

God could be found as an external reality apart from one-

self. Those who habitually look outside themselves for the 

source of their salvation can expect to fare no better than 

Brahma and Visnu who, to no avail, sought to' find the limits 
I 

of Siva's linga. The latter i.e. Visnu conceded his ignorance 

while the former made a false claim about knowing. 4 One of 

the first things a devotee needs to know is where to look. 

To this end he designed his Tamil sastra5 as a guide for the 

inner journey. 

What God's grace can do! 
It showed me the way in (this) land. 

Having been chosen by Nandi (siva), Mular now understands 
his mission to the Southern country. 

ITM 70. nalvarum na~pe~~a tellam perukeEa 

2TM 85. na~peE~a i~pam peruka ivvaiyakam 

3TM 81. tami~ceyya 
4TM 88. 

5TM 87. See also verse 95 where the author writes: 
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Accessibility in the Meditation 

Great as the masters were, however, by themselves they 

could not hope to have said everything there was to be said 
I 

about Siva, the Lord of birth and death. For due to the 

limitations of the human condition, this great deva, who is 

the source of all illumination, cannot possibly fully re

veal his ever-surpassing greatness. l In other words, fur-

ther exposition not only remains possible but necessary. 

For Mular, further revelation derives from a proper balance 

between ritual and meditation. There is a connection be

tween Siva's exhortation2 to the masters to continuously 

perform the coo1 3 (i.e., Agamic) rites and Mular's decision 

to compose the Tirumantiram4 while meditating on both the 

5 I, 
crescent-bedecked image of Slva and the cosmic dance of 

I 

(Siva) is the nameless mighty flame 
(About) whose root I venture to speak. 

Perari yata per~cutar 0EEati~ 
Verari yamai vilampukin rene 

lTM 71. 

2TM 72. 

. - - -

3Rituals in which offerings such as rice, water and 
flowers are made to an image rather than into the fire as 
was the case in Vedic rites. 

4TM 73. 

SSome commentators suggest that the matted hair of siva 
symbolized obscuration or partial revelation. In the same 
vein, it could be said that the reference to the moon shin
ing forth from the hair suggests a breakthrough, a further 
revelation. 



siva being performed at the sabha (hall) in Citamparam. l 

More will be said about the latter in chapter six but here 

let us recall that it is in this context that this yogi au

thor describes how he abandoned his indifference to the ex

istence of Muttami~ and Veda,2 and subsequently began to see 

his work as an exposition of the 'Veta' or meaning of this 

mystic dance 3 with which Tamil S~ivas so closely identified. 

In this section4 known as the biography of Tirumular, 

the imagery of the Devi becomes quite pronounced. She is 

the precious one who stands beside Siva,S the damsel of the 

sky-hued body to whom the dance, like the Agamas, was first 

revealed,6 and 

She is the bejewelled one 
whose name is unrivalled bliss. Captivating me, 

she puts an end to my births. 
She is the precious one who is a portion of the 

Lord of the cool Tiruvafuturai 
I unite myself to her feet.7" 

I 

In this way, Siva~ grace is mythically represented in fem-

inine imagery. Moreover, insofar as Devi is an expression 

of his will and inseparably joined to Him, references to the 

Lady continuously suggest the goal of yogic union: 

ITM 74. 

2TM 76. 
3 -TM 77. See also vs. 91 where Mular records how he 

traveled from Kailasato expound the meaning of great 
impurity-dispelling Dancer. 

4 TM 1, Sec. 5, Vss. 73-94. 

5TM 75 b. 

6TM 77 c,b. 

7nerilai yaval niratica yaEantap 
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I entered Nandi's city where wisdom's mistress dwells. 
There I bathed the Lord with milk and worshipped Him 
Without blemish for innumerable yugas iages). 
I was also there under the Bodhi tree. 

Ultimately ritual and meditation merge and become a single 

whole as the Creator, from within, graciously confers not 

only the body of the mantric chant but its soul or meaning 

as well. 2 Mular describes what happens. The consciousness-

raising mantra grasps one's flesh till one experiences the 

bliss of union with the One involved. 3 Those who are filled 

with devotion (patti) will know this kind of experience and, 

like the munis and devas who individually and collectively 

praised siva with love,4 they will be the best prepared. 

Coming to the end of this preface and apologetic por-

tion of the Tirumantiram we find that mythic figures again 

perutai yalen pira pparut tantaval . . - - - -
cIrutai yalciva navatu tanturai .. .. . 

- IV • - -clrutai yalpatan cerntlrun tene (TM 78) 
". -

It should be noted this is the only verse entirely and ex-
lusively dedicated to Devl. 

lThe Bodhi tree is a symbol of the quest for enlight
enment. According to tradition Bodhi tree was located in 
Tiruvaduturai, the place where Mular composed the 
Tirumantiram. 

~aEat talaivitaE nanti nakarpukku 

uEamil 0Epatu koti yukan tanul . - . 
nanappa la~~i natanai arccittu 

nanum irunten nar potiyin kIle (TM 82). 

2ot~a utalaiY~ u~ninr ur~atti • • 
attan enakkin karulal alittate (TM 84 c,d). 

3 - •• 
TM 85 c,d. 

4TM 98. 
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loom large as they are used to recapitulate the central 

theme of unity and diversity. In a closely knit sequence 

of mantras we are reminded of the positions of various 
I 

followers of Siva. Apparently there are those who say that 
I 

Siva alone is unchangeable and insist that infinite great-

ness does not belong to either Hari (Visnu) or Ayan (Brahma).l . , 
Others '. so differentiate the members of the trimurti that 

they will not say the three are one even in their lineal 

continuity. These persons consequently become alienated and 

quarrel among themselves. 2 Then there are the thoughtless 

ones who try to limit the limitless God (Ica~).3 The wise, 

on the other hand, know the nature of the true source. For 

they know: 
I 

Siva is first, then the three and the five, 
The eight derive from the One. 
with these evoke nada and bindu (name and form) 
All are but the names of Sankara (i.e., Siva) 

who is the first of the Assembly.4 

In the next verse, Mular reassures the hesitant. If 

they really consider the path that yields the fruit of 

lTM 103. 

2TM 104. 

3TM 105. 

4civanmutal muvaro taivar ciranta . 
avaimutal ariran tonroton rakum . . --
avaimutal vintuvum natamum onkac 

cavaimutar cankaran tanpeyar tane (TM 106) ..... - - -
According to S. Ramaswami Aiyar, the three are Rudra, 
and Brahma; the five include these plus Mahesvara and 
Sadasiva. 

Visnu .. 
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knowing, they will see that Brahma and Visnu are not alien 

but are kin to the three-eyed Nandi. From them also bless

ings can be received. l Such an acknowledgement was by no 

means minor, given the common bhakti practice of praising 

only the God of one's own sect. 2 Clearly the formulation 

was designed to undercut the ideological basis of sectarian 

wranglings. But in what sense are the devas understood to 

be our kin? Millar describes the bond: 

As the countless devas assembled around 
The milk-hued One and I bowed and worshipped; 
(S~va) said (to me): "You are comparable to 

Visnu and Brahma; 
Give the·world (knowledge of) my Feet. 3 

, 
Mular bows before Siva only to find himself hailed and sent 

out as a de va to teach the world. Whether one is called a 
I 

human or a deva depends on the grace of Siva (civanarul) but 

whichever one is called, the only way to know God is to 

realize Him from within. 4 

In the last analysis there are two kinds of people. 

(A) There are "the ignorant (atarkal) who do not knm ... that 

lTM 107. 

2por example, in everyone of his 383 patikams, 
Campantar proclaims the superiority of S'i va over Brahma and 
Visnu. 

30lakkan cul~ta ulappili tevarka~ 
palotta megi pa~inta~i yegto!a 

malukkum atip paramaEkurn oppunI 

nalattu narnrnati nalkiten rane 

4TM 109. 

(TM 108). 



221 

in the beginning the great shining Flame became three and 

then five, etc."l Not realizing that all these are but man-

ifestations of the One, they jabber away and insist upon 

separating IcaE (Rudra), Mal (Vi~~u) and Ayan (Brahma).2 

(B) There are the learned (arivar) who recognize the One 
I 

Lord in His manifold manifestations. They see Siva as hav-

ing become Visnu and Brahma at the onset of creation in .. 
order to join with the world and initiate the dramatic un-

folding necessary for releasing it from its fetters. More 

importantly, they are aware that they must look for His 

hidden yet abiding presence within their own bodies. 3 In 

other words, they know both the single Flame that signals 

the Oneness which transcends and transforms contending par-

ties and they know the progressive character of salvation 

which allows for a patient unfolding of religious develop-

mente 

These insights regarding the relationship of pati 

(Siva) to pas~m (the world) and to pasti (the individual) 

reflect the central themes of the Lingodbhav.aand Pancakrtya 
I 

myths and return our attention to the image of Sadasiva, 

the Revealer, who is described in the final verse of the 

payiram. The description is similar to that found in the 

ITM 110 a,b. 

2TM 110 c,d. 

3TM 111. 



Purusa Sukta hymn of the Bg Veda and, like the latter, it 

lays stress on the creative power of the One God rather 

than on the derived powers of the created deities. 

tanoru kuru catacivan emirai 

vanoru kuru maruviyum anku~an 

konoru kuru tal ulnin ruyirkkinra - . - --
ranoru kUEu calamaya name 

A portion of my Lord is Sadasiva 
With one part He resides there in the heavens,la 
With one part He comes to life within the body,b 
With yet another part He becomes the creator of 

movement. c 

1 a. The heavenly part refers to the five bhutas or 
elements. b. 

The portion in the body is the atman (self). 
c. The creator of movement refers to the bodies of 

time, i.e., the sun and the moon. 

Together these complete the list of eight (asta murtas) 
which had been mentioned in the opening ver~f the 
Tirumantiram. 
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VI. THE TROPOLOGICAL AND ANAGOGICAL FUNCTIONS 
OF MYTHIC FIGURES 

Throughout the Tirumantiram, Mular seeks to promote 

knowledge of Siva as Sadasiva,l that is, as the Lord who 

makes Himself available by revealing His five merciful op

erations. 2 The apology developed in the preface served to 

describe, in general terms, the nature of these saving 

deeds and the accessibility of the One to be known. It 

also sought to convince the listener of the importance of 

knowing as well as of the need to make this knowledge 

available in the vernacular. In addition to the presenta-
I 

tion of apologetic statements about Siva, Mular introduced 

anagogical and tropological motifs in order to discuss 
I 

(a) the actual experience of knowing Siva as well as the 

(b) the practical steps leading to that experiential 

ITM 86. 

2malankalain tamena marri arulit . 
talankalain tanar cataciva mana 

pulankalain tanap potuvinul nanti - . 
nalankalain tagu~ nayanta~ aEinte 

Graciously transforming the five malas {impurities), 
As Sadasiva he entered the five spheres, 
As Nanti He entered within the sabha of the five 

senses 
Knowing all, He directed His fivefold operations 

within the soul. 
(TM 118) 

See also vss. 400, 401, 403, 404. 
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knowledge. 

In the previous chapter we saw how mythic figures 

were utilized to develop various apologetic motifs. There, 

" the devas were presented either as aspects of Siva Himself 

or else as noble, highly developed souls who were totally 

dependent on Him for their existence. l There, the positive 

image of both groups of devas was useful not only for sh~dng 

the greatness of siva but also for underscoring the great-

ness of the gift bestowed on Malar and other devotees like 
, 

him, who were given access to facets of Siva that even 

those "standing by His side do not know! "2 Here, in this 

chapter, we will explore the two additional ways in which 

mythic figures were employed in the Tirumantiram to in-

crease the devotees understanding of the goals and means 

- I 
of Agamic Saivism. One way was by incorporating mythic 

imagery to evoke a feel for the mystical experience brought 

about by the union of the individual with the Lord. Where 

this thrust is evident and lends itself to symbolic or 

allegorical interpretation, the mythic figures can be said 

~ S~iva Siddhanta theology, devas are thought of 
either as karanesvaras (causal powers) or as karyesvaras 
(created powers). The former include the members of the 
Hindu trinity (trimurti) when they are understood to be 
emanations of Siva Himself as in verses 7, 14, 15 and 
others. The karyesvaras include Brahma, Visnu, Siva and 
other devas when they are presented as devout souls who, 
by virtue of their tapas and pu~ya (merit) were given 
jurisdiction over distinct spheresof the universe. These 
are devas by divine appointment and are subject to do His 
bidding. S. Satchidanandam Pil1ai, Collected Lectures, 1952,pp. 

15-17. 2pakka nin rar ari yata paramaEai (TM 3c). 
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to have an anagogical function. l Where mythic figures are 

portrayed as powerful but less than perfect souls and are 

utilized to provide moral guidance, understood in the broad-

er sense to include all forms of self-discipline (tapas) 
I 

which would encourage receptivity to Siva's grace, they can 

be viewed as having a tropological function. 2 Just as the 

apologetic approach was complemented by the kerygmatic ele-

ments in the payiram, the tropological (moral) and anagogi

cal (mystical) motifs complement one another in the body of 

the text and for this reason they will be examined together 

in this chapter. 

THE WISE AND OTHERWISE 

If knowledge was stressed it was because it was seen 

as providing the only basis for gauging religious growth. 

According to the Tirumantiram, individuals are to be judged 

lThis term comes from Dante who, in a letter written 
to his patron Can Grande della Scala, explains that his 
Divine Comedy may be interpreted in several ways. In addi
tion to the literal sense whereby the meaning of the text 
is taken at face value, he advocates looking for a deeper 
meaning which links the soul with the mystery of existence. 
This more mystical interpretation he designates anagogical. 

2Dante, in the letter referred to in the previous 
note, also recognized a moral interpretation of texts. Cit
ing the Exodus narrative, he explained that those who look 
for the moral sense will see the conversion of the soul from 
a state of sin to a state of liberation while those reading 
the text anagogically will see the departure of the soul 
from earthly bondage to eternal glory. Medieval exegetes 
used the term tropological to refer to the moral understand
ing of a given text. Paget Toynbee, Dantis AlagheriiEpistolae, 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966), p. 199. 



not by their caste but by their level of understanding and 

ability to be grasped by the Truth or, rather, by the True 

One. The text is critical of those who substitute outer 

forms for inner substance! 

Do thread and (hair) tuft alone prove one a Brahmin? 
The real thread is Vedanta, the tuft 

(that matters) is wisdom. l 

Bereft of truth or wisdom 
Lacking in control of the senses, unable to 

focus the mind, 
Being without bhakti, devoid of divine truth, 
These are mad fools, not Brahrnins!2 

If the learned are able to grasp the inner meaning, 
(Then they are the ones approved by the Eye of grace.) 
But if the (so-called) learned fail to grasp the truth, 
They are the unlearned (for they) are blind to true 

Bliss. 3 

This emphasis on knowledge, which was characteristic of the 

Tamil siddhars, reflects the Tamil bias toward learning 

that is found succinctly stated in a well-known pre-Cankam 

verse: "Persons devoid of learning, though they be of high-

er birth, will not equal those of lower birth with learning's 

Inulun cikaiyum nuvalir piramo 

nulatu ventatam nuncikai nanamam (TM 230 a/c). 

2cattiyam inrit tani~anan taninri 

otta vitaiyamavittorum unarvinrip . . - . 
pattiyum i~~i para~ u~mai miE£ip 

patterum mutar piramanar tarn aE~e (TM 231) . 

3kalla tavarun karuttari katciyai 

valla renil arut kannan matittulor - - . 
kallatar u~maipaE Eani£par karrorun 

kallatar i~pam ka~uki lare (TM 310) . 
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worth. III 

For Mular, the dividing line is to be drawn between 

/V-
the wise (arivar) who possess true wisdom (nanam) and the 

ignorant fools (mutarkal) who do not know the one Lord who 
• 

is implicitly referred to in the Vedas and openly celebrated 

in the Agamas. From the payiram on, the latter groups are 

variously described as IIthose who think not (ninaikkil~r) 

2 on the Lord,lI as IIthose who do not comprehend (terar) the 

transience of the world,II3 as those who know not (ariyatavar) 

the frailty of the body,II 4 and again as IIthose who know not 

(are) the brilliant Flame abiding within themselves. liS Be-

ing ignorant of the Lord, they remain ignorant of the nature 

of the material world as well as of their bodies and their 

own selves. 

For Mular, there are varying degrees of ignorance or 

spiritual immaturity. The most unwitting of individuals 

are those who blithely invest their energies in satisfying 

temporal desires without demonstrating any awareness of the 

fact that wealth, youth, beauty and life itself are transi-

tory. Failing to recognize their real plight, these persons 

ImeEpi~anta rayi~urn kallatar ki1ppiEanturn 

karrar anaittilar pa~u 

2TM 13. 

3 TM 177. 

4TM 190. 

STM 178. 

Tirukkural, vs. 409. 
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are inevitably caught off guard when death arrives. Their 

situation is graphically portrayed in the first tantra of 

the Tirumantiram. One minute they are carefreely eating, 

drinking and making love; the next they feel a sharp pain 

h · h . 1 as t e1r eart g1ves way. Or, one moment they are being 

borne aloft on a fine palanquin accompanied by a large en-

tour age and shortly thereafter, their remains are being 

transported on a crude bier escorted by only a few half

hearted mourners. 2 According to Mular's analysis, such 

individuals were deficient in self-discipline (tapas) and 

wanting in social responsibility (dharma).3 For those who 

continued to live in this unreflective fashion and thus 

contributed to the erosion of the social order, an unending 

cycle of rebirths was seen as the fate awaiting them. 

In addition to this type of spiritually immature per-

son, there was another type composed of those who observed 

the rudimentary prescripts and pro scripts of the sacred 

texts, but who, because of their uncritical reliance on the 

externals of religion had become stunted in their religious 

growth. These individuals had their own shortcomings which, 

though they were less blatant, were no less a hindrance to 

lTM 148. 

2TM 149, 150. 

3Here it is worth noting that Mular does not require 
conformity to a particular interpretation of dharma but in 
keeping with his pluralistic outlook urges that individuals 
be made to abide by the moral injunctions of their respec
tive faiths (camaya). TM 247. 
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achieving the ultimate goal of union with Siva. They were 

not only superficial in their approach to ritual but they 

neglected to ponder the deeper meaning of the numerous 

- I 
myths which had become the mainstay of the Agamic Saiva 

tradition 

From ancient times, this world has had its 
many lords (pati) and 

Performed its many rituals (vitti) yet it 
knew not the One Truth (onrumey).l 

Fools (mutarkal) say the Ancient One with 
the·water-Iaden braid 

Destroyed three cities. 
What are called 'three cities' are but the 

three malas (impurities) 
Shooting (i.e., destroying) tha2 (kind of) 

city who will understand! 

If Mular came down especially hard on those who were con-

tent with a literal reading of such narratives, it was be-

cause he thought of myth as a vehicle of religious instruc-

tion that was meant to challenge the bearer to delve deeper 

into the metaphysical, moral and mystical facets of their 

faith. 

It was this type of growth in understanding that 

1 TM 33a,b. 
2 ... . -. -
appa~~ cencata~ at~puratagag 

muppuram ce~EaEaD e~parka~ mu~arka~ 

muppura mavatu mumala kariyam 

appura meytamai yarasivare (TM 343) . 

In this myth of the Tripuras, the asuras or enemy gods are 
seen to have constructed three supposedly invincible cities 
from which they are able to lead raids against the devas. 
The latter, however, turn to S~va for protection. With a 
single fiery arrow released by Siva all three cities are 
burned to the ground. 
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distinguished the wise or truly learned from the ignorant 

and so-called learned. While it was understood that new 

devotees, at the outset of their spiritual journeys, would 

need to concentrate on learning the fundamentals of the more 

basic sadhanas (religious disciplines) of carya and kriya, 

it was also important to see that these individuals did not 

confuse the means with the end. It was Mularts intent not 

only to urge them on to the more advanced sadhanas of yoga 

and jnana but to show them how dimensions of the latter were 

available in each of the four paths. Verses 1477-1506 ex

plain how, depending on the intensity of their commitment, 

participants in each of the sadhanas can come to a more pro

found understanding of themselves, the world and the One 

who is the very source of their existence. For example, 

the performing of religious duties (carya) such as cleaning 

the temple precincts or taking part in a pilgrimage can be 

done perfunctorily. This is known as the carya of carya. 

When the same activity is performed as an act of worship 

offered to the Lord, it becomes known as the kriya of carya. 

That is, the activity is regarded as equivalent to a sacred 

ritual when the right intention accompanies it. The same 

activity can be further upgraded to the point where it is 

called the yoga of carya when one meditates on the offering 

of the deed. Finally, the highest form of the practice is 

reached when there is an experience of the Lord in and 

through the duty performed. This is the jnana in carya. 
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At this point when carya has been transformed into selfless 

service of the Lord it actually becomes a true expression 

1 of the highest form of knowledge. Kriya and yoga as well 

as j~ana are also divided in this way2 with each practice 

having the potential of bringing the devotee to some degree 

of knowledge (jnana) 3 and ultimately to its fullness: 

The bhaktas are followers of the carya path 
The followers of kriya - they are the true servants 

(of the Lord); who wear the outward signs 
(i.e., ashes, beads) of grace, 

lWhereas later sittars were said to be inimical to 
such external practices, Mular was quite balanced in his in
struction. It was the level of understanding that deter
mined the worth or worthlessness of an act. Desirous of 
making knowledge available to the masses and not the elite 
few, he insisted that "the basic path of carya is indispen
sable to the well-known creed of the Suddha Saivas." (TM 
1443). As he saw it, those who go from city to city and 
shrine to shrine singing the praises of the Lord will find 
that S~va will make His temple in their hearts. (TM 1445) . 

2carya of kriya is the doing of the ritual, the kriya 
of kriya involves seeing the ritual as worship, the yoga of 
kriya involves meditation on one's performance and j~ 
arises when the ritual brings one to an experience of the 
Lord. The carya, kriya, ~ and jnana of yoga involve, 
respectively, the practice of the eight-fold yoga, intend
ing yoga to be a form of worship, meditating and realizing 
higher forms of dhyana (attentiveness), and the culminating 
experience of samadhi (full contemplation). The stages of 
jnana are also fourfold. The carya of jnana is to become 
like Slva, kriya is the worship of the Lord within, yoga is 
the inner uniting and the jnana of jnana is the fulfillment 
of the spiritual quest in enjoyment of Siva. 

3According to tradition, Appar realized moksa by per
fecting the path of carya known as the Dasa Marga·or ser
vant path; Campantar attained mukti by following the 
Satputra Marga (path of the son) associated with the prac
tice of kriya; Cuntarar by following the Sakha Marga or 
path of the friend linked to the yogic sadhana, while 
Ma~ikkavacakar perfected the path of jnana known simply as 
the Sanmarga, the good path. 



232 

Those who practice the eightfold ~ are the pure 
yogis who have achieved siddhi (spiritual powers) 

All these will finally obtain s1va fianam! 
(knowledge of Siva).l 

The great souls are those who came to realize the j~ana con-

tained in each of the s~dhanas, the ignorant are those who 

rest content with anything less. It was to bring devotees 

to the higher levels of moral and mystical awareness that 

Mular creatively re-presented a number of Saiva myths which 

were well-known in the South. 

THE MORAL TRANSFORMATION OF MYTHIC FIGURES 

The Eight Heroic Deeds 

The South, as we have seen in chapter three, was fa-

miliar with a wide range of northern Pura~ic myths, but there 

were eight, in particular, that came to be almost exclusively 

associated with Siva's saving activity in the land of the 

Tamils. These eight, known as the astavlrattas (Tml. 
I, , 

attavIrattanams), recalled the various feats of S~va ~n 

which he triumphed over (1) the Asura Andhaka who hax~Gsed 

the devas, (2) Daksa, the son of Brahma, who invited all the 
• 

I 

gods but Siva to his sacrifice, (3) the arrogant Brahma who 

claimed supremacy, (4) the demon Jalandhara who plundered 

1 pattar caritai pa~uvor kiriyaiyor 

attaku tontar arulvetat takuvor . . .. 
cutta viyamati catakar tuy6kar 

cittar civananan ce~~eyatu vorka~e 

(TM 1446) 
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the wealth of the devas, (5) the overbearing lords (asuras) 

who ruled the infamous three cities (Tripura), (6) the de-

monic elephant Gajasura who was sent by jealous Brahmins to 

attack Hi~,(7) Kala, the god of death who threatened the 
I 

life of a devout Saiva devotee, and lastly, (8) Kama, 

the archer of love who tried to distract Him from yogic 

concentration. 1 

These are the very myths with which Mular begins his 

instruction regarding the moral transformation needed to at-
, . 

tain the final liberating union with S~va. In each of eight 

successive verses2 he identifies the mythic figure, alludes 

to the latter's failing and concludes with a brief indica-

tion of the punishment each received. He is not concerned 

with the details of the narratives as they occur in the 

Pura~as but moves quickly to lay bare the moral lesson to 

be learned. For example, Verse 339 shows the connection 

between the disciple and Andhaka by likening this asura to 

the god of death who resides in one's own mental faculties 

and brings afflictions not only to the devas but to all 

lThe tradition which holds that the above feats took 
place within the bounds of Tamil natu, is seen in the fol
lowing anonymous Tamil verse quoted by Dorai Rangaswamy, 
Religion and Philosophy, p. 374: "These are in this world 
the heroic feats of Him who adorns Himself with honeyed 
konrai and the moon (destroying the following): The head of 
the-Lord of the flower at Ka~tiyuri Andhaka at Kovalur, 
Tripura at Atikai, the father-in-law (Dak~a) at Pariyali 
Jalandhara at Virkuti, the elephant at Valurvuri Kama at 
Kurukkai and Yama at Katavur. -

- 2TM 339-346. . 
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souls (uyirkalai ellam), themselves included. His being 
I 

pierced by Siva suggests the destruction of evils associ-

ated with the mind and heart. 

In similar fashion the narrative of Daksa l was used . 
to attack one specific evil - the conceit of knowledge man-

ifested in the self-satisfied performance of religious rit

uals. Ostensibly, Dak~a sinned by refusing to invite Siva 

to his sacrifice but as Mular understands it, the error was 

one of perception. That is, he failed to recognize (a) that 

the ritual fire is but a symbol of the illuminating Flame 
I 

dwelling within each person and, (b) that, in fact, Siva 

cannot be excluded ,from the ritual since he IImingles with 

Ag~i's own nature (to purify) from within. 112 His sin, which 

is equated with murder, is punished by having his head re-

placed with that of a goat in order to provide a lesson for 

the rest of the world. 3 As Dorai Rangaswamy observes, the 

proud murderer has thus become converted into a meek lamb. 4 

This myth was particularly well-suited to exemplify the pro-

cess of conversion in that it enabled Mular to draw out a 

number of tropological implications from the behavior of the 

devas who attended the ill-fated sacrifice. When confronted 
I 

by Siva, some devas chose to continue their defective 

1 TM 340. 

2appatice yatu nirmaiyai yul kalantu (TM 355c). 
3TM 3~O. . 

4Religion and Philosophy, p. 335. 
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worship. These were quickly sent scurrying by His anger. l 

Others, crestfallen and full of sorrow, approached siva with 

worship and supplication saying, "Iraiva.! nam." (0 Lord, I 

bow before you).2 Of all the devas present, however , it is 

Visnu who provides the clearest picture of the ideal peni-

tent. He seeks to reconcile with the Lord by confessing 

Daksa's fault as his own and by turning to the self-

discipline of tapas. 

Visnu, in order to make peace (with Siva) 
rose up (saying), 

"My Father, not he (i.e., Daksa), but we 
ourselves (are to blame) . 

For falling into the fetter-making pasam 
in this world." (As he) performed tapas 

The great unending Lord showed His grace. 3 

When the astavirattas are viewed in light of this 

verse, they can be seen for what they were, namely, mani-

festations of the Lord's grace designed to win over the err-

ing. The painful aspect is to be associated with the ob

scuring phase of the Pancakritya. This is in keeping with 

the essentially Tamil understanding of these myths which 

4 
looked upon all the heroic feats as acts of God's grace. 

ITM 353. 

2TM 352. 

3canti ceyakkantelukinra ritanum .. - --
"entai yiva!!alla yame:" ulakinir 

pantan cey pacattu vilntu, tavanceyya 

anta milanum arul purintane (TM 354) . 
4 - • 

The hymns of Cuntarar clearly show this was the way 
the a9tavIrattas were being interpreted. See D. Rangaswamy, 
Religion and Philosophy, p. 180, 181. 
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For them, power was not to be equated with force but with 

the grace of love. Even terrific forms were modified and 

made to connote the qualities of forgiveness and love. For 
/ 

example, the grotesque image of Siva removing one of 

Brahma's five heads and filling it with the blood of Visnu, 
.~ 

which is alluded to in verse 341, was actually mitigated in 

the imagination of the Southerner who had come to think af

fectionately of Siva as one who carries Brahma's head to 

collect alms (of devotion) from his followers. The fact that 

Siva removed only one of the five heads was likewise inter

preted as a sign of S~va's magnanimity. 
; 

The myth of Jalandhara's encounter with Siva is men-

tioned only briefly in the Tirumantiram. He is portrayed as 
I 

having contended with Siva out of ignorance since he did 

not know the omniscient Lord who authored the precious Veda 

and its sixty-four auxiliary arts. l His effortless defeat 

of this ignorant one can be seen to set the stage for 

reinterpreting the Tripura narrative. Here devotees are 

asked to see themselves as the rulers of the three cities 

2 (i.e., malas) which must be destroyed. The fools 

(mutarkal) are those who fail to see the struggle as rele-

vant to their own lives. As for the devas present at the 
I 

sacrifice/which not only sought to exclude Siva but was kin-

dIed in order to produce a demonic elephant that would 

ITM 342. 

2TM 343. 
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destroy Him, they came to know the purifying character of . 

the One who rose up in the midst of that fire. 

Here it should be noted that the Tripura and Gajaha 

myths were especially significant for rulers who were 

devotees of s'iva, since both of these narratives had 

a history of being favored by those seeking religious 

legitimation for their conquests. The Tamil epic 

Cilappatikaram describes how the dance of kotukotti, com-

memorating the burning of the three cities, was performed 

on a chariot before the Cera King Cenkuttuvan to celebrate 

his victorious return from a northern tour. l In similar 

fashion, the Gajaha Samhara was favored by Pallava mon-

archs as is evident from the Panamalai Temple inscription 

where the Pallava king, Rajasimha (8th c. A.D.) describes 

himself as "the Rajasimha, the Vanquisher of elephants.,,2 

When the Tripura and Gajaha murtis (images) are re-presented 

in the Tirumantiram, they are stripped of this triumphant 

slant and are shown, instead, to uphold the ideal of power 

being synonymous with graciousness toward the enemy. Where-

as religious sculptures, dances and inscriptions of the time 

tended to show successful generals approaching the king, the 
I 

Tirumantiram has the enemy arriving to seek the mercy of Siva. 

1 Cilap. 28. 67-75. For descriptions of the sculptured 
reliefs of the Tripura Episode portrayed on various temple 
panels, see Dorai Rangaswamy, Religion and Philosophy, 
p. 306-317. 

2Ibid ., p. 346. 
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I 
For Siva's victory over the asuras and waywara devas is 

complete not when the latter are defeated but when they 

finally surrender. 

Having a change of heart, the many immortals 
pray, 

May the goodness-filled ninefold sacrifice 
bring (us) bliss, 

o Lord, who sets cities on fire 
with a bow, 

So that the evil asuras come to an end. l 

If Mular singled out Dak"sa" for condemnation it was 
• 

not for performing the sacrifice but for excluding its 
I 

essence - Siva! Devotees who become caught up in the 

chanting and tending the cultic fire are not unlike Dak~a 

in this respect - for they too, fail to invite the Lord 

to rise up within themselves: 

The tapas - performing devas recite the holy ~, 
Constructing the cooking pit with the (appropriate) 

havis mantra. 
(But) it is bad to kill the mantra by which those 

doing ~ 
Come to an awareness of themselves. 2 

lnallar navaku~~am oEpatum iDPurap 

pallar amarar parintarul ceykena . -
villar purattai vilankerikottavan 

polla acurarka~ po~~um pa~ikke (TM 360) 

2 , t' '" 11 -cev~man ~ranco un ceytavat tevar 

aviman tirattin atukkafai kolic 

ceviman tiranceytu talura nokkum 

kuviman tiramkol ko~iyatu vame (TM 359). 
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Properly understood, religious rituals should move devotees 

beyond the preliminary carya and kriya phase of kriya, on 

to grasp the yogic and j~anic dimensions of ritual activity. 

This we see in the following verse where the immortals, en-

gaged in kriya of ritual chanting, accompanied by the spe

cific tapas of yogic concentration, successfully prepare the 
I 

path for Siva to move upward from the muladhara and bestow 

grace from within. 

Seeing the snake, the lowly fire (coiled in the 
muladhara) which confers (true) purity, 

The immortals sang (His) praise and (S~va) 
blossomed. 

While concentrating on (literally, "going to 
grasp") the reddenirig One, 

He came rushing through the great pleasure-giving 
path. l 

This glimpse of the immanent Lord gives the devotee 

insight into yet another of the astavirattas, the destruc-

tion of Kala, better known as Yama, the deva of death. Ac

cording to the version favored by the Tamils, Yama was about 
I 

to claim the life of a youthful Saiva devotee when the lat-

ter spontaneously began to embrace the linga. At this 

lalarntiEun taneE~amarar tutippak 

kulantarum kIlanki kolura* nokkic 

civanta paramitu ce~~u katuva 

uvanta peruvali yotivantane (TM 357). 
*The Tamil Lexicon gives a variety-of meanings for the word 

'ko+'-----including obscuration, swallowing, killing and 
snake; the latter being derived from the myth in which a 

snake consumes the ambrosia of the gods and for this was 
cut and killed (kol). 'Snake' is best suited to the con-
text. 
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I 

point, Siva springs forth from the linga and overcomes the 

messenger of death, with a kick of his foot. As Mular in-

terprets this myth, there is a direct connection between 

kindling the kundalinI and overcoming death. 

Looking intently (one will perceive) that 
Single Being (oruvan) surging up 

From the muladhara up to-the point of exit 
at the sahasara}. 

By means of the ~ of scorching fire, 
the god of death was overcome 
(literally, 'kicked') 

He (of the fire) is the one who rests 
comfortably in the region of 
Katavur. l 

Given the important role yogic concentration plays 

in the spiritual development of an individual, it is not 

difficult to see why Mular relates the Kama episode last. 

Kama is the final obstacle for the devotee to overcome and, 

lmulat tuvarattu mulum oruvanai 

melait tuvarattu melura nokkimur - -
kaluE~uk kala~aik kayntanki yokamay 

nalak katavur nalamay iruntate (TM 345). 

Also vs. 222 

omattul ankiyi~ ullulan em irai .. . -
imattul anki iratankol vanulan . - . -
vemattul anki vilaivu vinai kkatal ,. _. . 
komattul anki kuraikkatal tane . . 
My Lord is inside the inner fire of the Homa 
He is in the destructive fire 
He is the fire of the warp and woof that 

preserves the karmic law 
and scorches the surging sea 

He is the (salvific) fire of the 
great stick (which churned) the roaring sea. 

In this latter verse we see how Mular links the Vedic 
fire to the operations of the pancak!itya. 
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in a sense, is a greater threat than Yama. Yama cannot de-

feat the yogi whereas Kama, with his power to distract, can. 

Therefore verse 346 can be read as an exhortation to devo-

tees to override the disruptive activity of this deity by 

taking advantage of the rare tapas or ~, an exhortation 

which is reiterated even more forcefully in the fifth tan

tra where Mular wants to focus on the goal which unites the 

I • 

Sa1.va community: 
I 

There is nothing/none but Sivam - proclaim this! 
The tapas of becoming S'ivam - other than that 

there is nothing!l 

At this point, one becomes like Devi who, because of her 

single-minded resolve, was able to teach the devas the art 

of winning over Siva. 2 This fullness of worship is called 

bhakti. 3 

If we pause here a moment to evaluate the social 

implications of the way in which these myths have been 

presented, we can see how skillfully Mular has woven to-

gether the Vedic, Agamic and Tamil bhakti elements_and per-

spectives. According to K. Shunmukhasundara Mudaliar, the 

Vedic, Agamic and pura~ic traditions each had a distinctive 

way of approaching myth. He writes, mythic "forms are 

lcivamallatillai yaEaiye; civaman 

tavamalla tillai. (TM 1534 a,b) 

2TM 347. 

3pa~iyara aruccittup patti ceyta~e 
Having worshipped fully, she did bhakti (TM347d) 
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referred to in the Vedas as forms of medl tationi in the 

-Agamas as forms of worship for the salvation of the bhakta 

and in the Puranas as stories describing those who were thus 

saved. ,,1 Add to this Tamil preference for viewing these im-

ages as various forms of grace made manifest at particular 

shrines in Tamil land and one sees the extent to which Mular 

brought together facets of each. In the final analysis, how

ever, it is the yogic interpretation of Saiva mythology that 

draws together these diverse perspectives. By challenging 

individuals to explore the deeper meaning of their outward 

forms and practices, it enables individuals to experience the 

underlying unity which supports, mediates between and integ-

rates different levels of consciousness, different forms of 

worship and different kinds of religious groupings. As Mular 

sees it, those who can sustain a yogic level of humility and 

loving understanding are the truly learned, the truly wise 

(telintar) : 

The (supposedly) lucid may become confused, 
agitated, but you, do not be disturbed. 

Melt in love for the Ancient Lord; 
He destroyed Daksa's sacrifice 
Yet those who repented, he graciously blessed. 2 

lQuoted by Rangaswamy in Religion and Philosophy, 
p. 193. 

2telintar kalankinum nikalankate . -
alintan kataivatem atip piranai .. -
vilintanatu takkan velviyai viyac . - -, 

culintan karu~ceyta tuy mo~iya~e. (TM 361) 
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Related Heroic Deeds - The Spoils of Surrender 

In the Tirumantiram, repentance involves acknow1eding 

and taking responsibility for one's failings or errors. (Re-

call Vi~~u's confession in verse 349). Such gestures signal 

the initial stage of surrender to Siva, the surrender of ego-

tistic pride. At a deeper level, however, repentance requires 

something more. It calls for re-directing of one's energies 

such that they turn back or return to their 'source' which is 

One. For this task, mental concentration is needed. In yogic 

literature the mind is often likened to a body of water. When 

it is disturbed, ripples appear and images are multiplied and 

distorted. Only when its movement is stilled does the calm 

surface reflect reality in its wholeness, its at-one-ment. 

This contrast is brought out in several verses. In verse 362 

we hear of "floods rising, swelling and covering dark moun-

tains (or the boundaries of the womb) as the two (Brahrna and 

Vi~~u) contend with each other." 
I. 

When S~va approaches, as 

the fiery lingam, the celestials are blinded by his radi

ance and rush into the turbulent waters. l They are saved 

from the cold sea (i.e., samsara) only by the calming words 

of the Lord: "Fear not, do not fall into the waves (or, be 

without desire)."2 In gratitude, they circumambulate the 
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Lord but this circling indicates they have only partially 
• I. 

understood the 1ntent (karuttu) of S1va who "rises above 

(their waves of thought) in order to bestow the ocean of know

ledge from above (meleluntap puran kankatal ceyyam),,1 

If the devas and immortals have difficulty discern-

ing the Lord this does not mean it is an impossible task. On 

the contrary, the Tirumantiram reminds its audience that 

There are indeed people in this world 
who are capable of seating (in the heart) 

The Self-Existent One who is able to 
integrate the worlds into a uni-verse. 

When the roaring of the sea confounds them 
He mercifully places the fire (there) as the 

limit (to contain) the waters. 2 

~ Whether or not one attains knowledge of S1va depends 

on one1s inner disposition rather than apparent status. When 

Brahrna and Visnu contend with one another, their searching 

becomes a vain endeavor. 3 When they contain their pride and 

circumambulate the lingarn, they corne to participate in the 
, 

power of Siva as it is manifested in the symbols of the cakra 

and scythe. 4 Even more is given to prayerful devotees. They 

lTM 364 c,d 

2carnaikkaval lanai cayarnpuven retti - -
arnaikkaval lariv vulakkattu lare 

• 
tikaitten nirir kataloli ocai .. -
mikaikkola anki mikarnaivait tane. (TM 365) 

3TM 372-375 

4TM 349 The cakra signifies protection, the sword sign
ifies discrimination (viveka), knowledge. See also verse 
368 where Visnu is unable to contain the gift of power symbol
ilized by the·cakra. He prays and ~iva divides its power. 



receive the power of His bliss-granting feet (i.e. they 

receive moksa or salvation).l Ironically, those who com-
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pletely surrender to the gracious Lord are truly victorious 

ones: "If you submit, the Lord will create for you an ever

lasting body (taniyinurn mannutal annalcey va~e).2 . -
At this critical moment of grace (anugraha), the 

dialectical relationship between the religious quest and 

the horizon projected by the two pivotal myths of the 

Lingodbhavaand Pancakritya becomes most evident: 

Knowing the true path (meynneri) which, from 
the beginning, held 

The great Light rising, transcending and 
embracing everything, 

The world will corne embracing the great 
powerful sceptre (i.e. lingarn) 

And the fivefold grace will indeed follow. 3 

The religious implications are clear. The paths followed 

by the various Saiva groups can easily co-exist provided 
I 

the primary focus is on the presence of Siva dwelling within 

the kundalini path. There is a correspondence between one's 

grasp of the inner lingam and one's experience of grace -

the more subtle the lingarn one embraces, the more intense 

the experience of grace. 

ITM 379 

2TM 420 d 
3 1" k ~ 1 ~ a 1n a~ancey te_unta parancu~ar 

melinnan vaittator meynneEi mu~ka~!u 

alin kananceytu lakam valarnvarurn 

kolin kamaincarul kutalu marne. 
(TM 378) 
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MYSTICAL TRANSFORMATION BEYOND MYTHIC FIGURES 

Kindling the Fire Within 

As the mind stills and more clearly reflects the 

illuminating radiance of the kundalinr, the devotee begins 

to bear a strong resemblance to the sage Agastya whose act-

ivities are described by Tirumularin the opening of the 

second tantra just prior to his recounting of the astavirattas. 

According to the pura~ic tradition recognized by the Tamils, 

Agastya was a North Indian Brahmin sage who came to the 

South, bringing with him Skiva devotion and temple worship.l 

lA number of legends are associated with the figure 
of Agastya. He is known as a Vedic f~i (seer) and stories 
are told of his miraculous birth from a fertile seed depos
ited in a pitcher. He is credited with having composed 
Vedic hymns as well as works on mysticism, worship, medi
cine and alchemy but as K. Zvelebil observes in his The 
Poets and The Powers (London: Rider and Co., 1973) p. 71, 
the latter assortment of writings are too modern to even pre
date 1500 A.D. and thus could hardly be traced to the 
Vedic age. There is, however, an old Tamil tradition which 
links Agastya to the South by acknowledging him as the 
Father of Tamil and claiming that he prepared the earliest 
work on Tamil grammar from which the extant Tolkappiyam 
(2nd-4th A.D.) was derived. Yet even this legend cannot 
be traced back further than Nakkirar's commentary to this 
Iraiyanar Akapporu1 composed about eighth century A.D. when 
there was a pronounced move toward Sanskritization and 
demonstration of the Aryan connection. The oldest strand of 
legends that would pre-date the Tirumantiram are those found 
in the Epics and Puranas and, in these, Agastya is presented 
as the sage who Aryanized the South, in particular, by 
planting Aryan religious rites. A plausible date for the 
pre-legendary historical Agastya or Agastya family would be 
about 700 B.C. For a detailed discussion of the Agastya 
myths in their Aryan and Dravidian forms, see K. N. Sivaraja 
Pillai, Agastya in Tamil Land (Madras: University of Madras, 
(no date) and o. C. Gangoly, "The Cult of Agastya: and the 
Origin of Indian Colonial Art", The Quarterly Journal of 
the Mythic Society, vol. XVII, no. 3, January, 1927, pp. 
169-191. 



The Skandhapuranal records an incident where a Pandygn 

king who had desecrateda shrine was advised by Agastya to 

make expiation by offering homage at a local siva lingam. 

Later, Cuntarar was to describe Agastya as the one who 
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"worships the erect form of the deity in order to balance 

the world by tapas. ,,2 As for his status in the Tamil region 

and his value as an examplar, Sivaraja Pillai leaves little 

room for doubt: 

No tradition is so widespread throughout 
the length and breadth of the Tamil country as 
that concerning sage Agastya and his numerous 
exploits. Of all the mythic, semi-historic and 
historic personages of the Aryan annals, who have 
figured in South Indian History, Agastya has 
occupied the foremost place and secured the largest 
homage of the cultured and the masses alike. 3 

\ihen the yogi author of the Tirumantiram looked at 

this most popular sage, he saw him as the prototype of the 
I 

ideal Saiva devotee. For Agastya was one who sought to kin-

dIe the fire that would bring tranquility to an unbalanced, 

disturbed world. In fact, depending on how one interprets 

the following verses, it is possible to see Agastya as the 

representation of Siva Himself. 

1 , 
Mahesvara khanda, Arunachala Mahatmya. 

2(Tevaram 7.65.5) The allusion here is to the legend 
relating how the earth ~ecame lopsided due to the influx 
of sages and devas for Siva's wedding. Seeing this/ Slva chose 
Agastya to lead a group south in order to restore the earth's 
balance. D. Rangaswamy suggests that Cuntarar may be refer:-
ringto Agastya's installation of a fixed or immovable linga 
and he speculates on-whether the latter would have been a mukha 
linga. Religion and Philosophy, pp. 520-521. 

3 Agastya, p. 1. 



"Losing its balance, this world glides 
Falling downward, 0 Great Lord!" (cried the devas). 

The Lord replied, 
"You, Agastya, having the fire in the center 

(by tapas) , 
Go (South) to the tip of this digressing world 

and lead it. l 

The phrase "Ycan natuvula anki" could also be read as "The 

Lord who is the inner fire" replied, I Agastya, go to the 

tip .... I In one reading the emphasis is on Agastya having 

" the fire; in the other, it is on S1va being the fire. 

Rather than choosing between the readings it would seem 

that they should be taken together and be allowed to enrich 

the meaning of the verse as a whole. In other words, the 
I • 

fire which Agastya has within him is to be seen as Siva Just as 

the Lord whom Brahmins invoke is the Fire within fire 

(anaitunai antanar ankiyul anki anai)".2 The connection 
i' • . . 

I 

between the sage and Siva becomes even more obvious in 

verse 338. 

lnatuvu nilla tivvulakam carintu · 
ketukinratu emperuman enna lcan · -- - -- -
na~uvu~a anki akattiya nI pay 

mutukiya vaiyattu munnir enrane (TM 337) . · -- -- -

2TM 216 a. See also verse 221: 

o~cu~a ra~ai ulappili natanai 

oncuta raki en nullat tirukkinra , . 
kancuta ron ula kelun katanta at , , 

tancuta romat talaivanu marne · . 
The immortal Lord is the pure Flame, 
The pure Flame residing in my heart's core, 
The Flame of the (third) eye which transcends 

the seven worlds 
Indeed He is the Lord of Homa's cool flame. 



Agastya, who tends the rising fire 
(or, the morning sacrifice), 

(Is) with the One of the upward-turned 
face who makes the fire/sun to rise. 

He is, indeed, the great ascetic of the North 
(who kindles) everywhere the prosperity -

bringing shining light. l 

Alternately, the last two lines can be translated, "He is 

the great ascetic of the North./ He is, indeed, the light 

that shines and prospers everywhere." At this point the 

images converge and the sage becomes one with That which 

has been roused. Or, as Narayana Ayyar expresses it, 
I 
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Agastya symbolizes the grace of Siva that enablesan individ-

ual to rouse the kundalini fire. 2 As this occurs, the 

anagogical import of the Agastya myth comes to the fore 

and the disciple is given a glimpse of the bliss-filled goal 

which he or she has yet to fully realize. 

Cherishing the Body as Temple 

If the apologetic interpretation of mythic figures 

stressed creation and the macrocosmic conditions for plura-

lity, and the tropological interpretation underscored the 

tension that exists between terrestrial practices and their 

comprehension, the anagogical interpretation places great 

stress on the body as providing the microcosmic milieu in 

which and through which salvation comes to be realized. 

lanki utayam valarkkum akattiyan . -
anki utayancey melpa llavano~u 

manki utayancey va~apal tavamuni 

enkum valankol ilankoli tane (TM 338). .. .-
2 .. d' Or1g1n an H1story. pp. 225-256. 
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Not all devotees reach this level of understanding but as a 

yogi, Tirmular had been trained to look within himself for 

the spiritual forces that would bring about his liberation. 

As a Tamil siddhar he identified the latter with the immanent 
I 

presence of Siva. What distinguishes him from later siddhars 

and other yogis is his affirmation of and positive regard 

for the human body. Whereas many belonging to these groups 

viewed the body as a hindrance and employed more or less 

extreme ascetic practices to subdue the senses, Malar valued 

the human body as a God-given instrument that was intended 

to facilitate the task of self-discipline and the soul's 

quest for God. l Initially, he, too, had had a negative 

attitude toward the body but all this quickly changed when 
I 

he witnessed Siva's dance in the sabha at Citamparam. 

I had previously considered the body 
a liability. 

The~I saw the Truth (porui)in the body. 
I saw the Lord dwelling in the body 

making it his temple. 
Now I cherish and preserve this body.2 

IThis type of ~, in which the senses are 
disciplined and controlled not by denying them but by employ
ing them to celebrate the One who created them, is kno~n 
as bhoga ~, the yoga of enjoyment. For MUlar, it was Siva bhoga. 

2u~ampi~ai munnam ilukken rirunten 

u~ampi~uk kUffe YUEuporu; ka~~e~ 

utampule uttaman koyilkon tan enru .. - .. - --
u~ampipai yaEirun tompukiEEe~e 

(TM 725) 
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This realization moves him to meditate on how the 

Pahcak~tya or fivefold operation of siva brings about a 

gradual unveiling of the Truth. l He seems particularly 

fascinated by the mystery (karuttu) of creation and the 

Lord's role in shaping and quickening the human form. 2 

In the section immediately following his general descrip

tion of the pahcak~tya., he sets aside some forty verses 

(451-491) to examine, in detail, how new bodies are created, 

their origin and how they develop in the embryonic and pre

natal stages. For Mular, the act of bringing about the 

living body in the womb is the greatest of all gifts. 3 To 

communicate his initial reflections regarding this facet of 

the Lord's graciousness, he drew on a number of simple folk 

images. In one verse siva is likened to a potter (kucavan)4 

and in another, His relationship to the newly created body 

was likened to that of a mother-cow returning home to her 

shelter to lovingly take charge of her calf (pasu, i.e. soull 5 

In a similar vein, iiva is also portrayed as a householder as 

He enters into a couple's enjoyment at the moment of conception. 6 

lIt is worth noting that Mular's basic description of 
the pancakrtya is found in the second tantra immediately 
following his presentation of the a~tavirattas and related 
myths; the implication being that the mythic narratives were 
utilized to provide a popular introduction to the fivefold 
saving acts of S~va. 

2TM 1540 

3TM 465b 

4TM 443 

5TM 1728 and 1759 

6TM 465 
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When Mular describes the formation of the body, 

folk language comes to the fore. However, when he moves on 

to discuss the transformation and consecration of the body 

as the temple of God, he prefers to' employ images 
I 

associated with Saiva mythology. In particular, he thinks 

in terms of the ocean-churning narrative but with an import-

ant variation. Whereas the traditional pura~ic episode strees-
, 

es the ineptitude of the devas and the need for Siva to 

consume the poison brought to the surface by their unguided 

actions, Mu1ar ponders an alternate scenario. 
I • 

He sees Saktl., 

the self-existent Lady of Truth and Mother of the heavenly 

world, churning out ambrosia which, when drunk, transforms 

the body into the temple of Siva (civa1ayam).1 In this sense, 

one can say to know the truth (mey) is, indeed, to know the 

body (mey). 

This simile provides a fresh opportunity to discuss 

the temple rituals (kriya) in relation to their meaning 

(porul). Central to the temple cult is the worship of the 

lingam and each of the castes has it own material for cons

tructing this symbol. Brahmins use crystal, rulers gold, 

merchants emeralds and the poor folk pebbles. What most 

overlook is that the most precious of all materials is the 

body. In its own right it is designated the pinta 1ingam 

1 - -tane elunta at tattuva nayaki - -
TIne va.!iceytem ulle yirunti~um .. 
vanor ulakinra ammai matittitat . 
tene parukic civalaya makume. (TM 719) 
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/ 

and when an individual realizes Siva, his or her body is 
/ 

said to become the Siva lingam. l Because this lingam rises 

up within the body, it gives the devotee access to intimate 

knowledge which even the devas do not know. 2 

/ 
Puja (worshipping the deity), darsanam (viewing the 

deity) and abhisekam (anointing the deity), are similarly 

reinterpreted. Food offerings made to the moving temples, 

that is, to the wandering bhaktas and jnanis are said to be 

received by Siva Himself. 3 Darsanam occurs when a devotee 

witnesses the Lord in the heart and sees no difference/dis

tance between them. 4 As for the anointing, that returns us 

to Mular's image of ambrosia as it pours downward, bathing 

everything within.5 

This, then, is how the yogi-author of the Tirumantiram 

images the final goal of life, salvation. It is an eternal 

"abiding with the sweet ambrosia-drenched Primal Lord," which 

is conferred upon those who "temple-ize" or interiorize 

(talintavarkku) the Lord. 6 However, before one is able to 

join Mular in proclaiming, "The Lord has made me His temple 

lTM 1750 describes S'iva's immanance in relation to 
the symbol of the linsam. Verse 490 describes it in relation 
to the mystery of conception. The seventh tantra mentions 
six kinds of Lingam: the a~talingam (world-form), pi2talingam 
(body-form), catacivamlingam (manifested God-form), atmalingam 
(soul-form), nanalingam (knowledge-form) and the Civalingam. 

2TM 492-

3TM 1857 
4TM 492 and 2853 
5TM 527 
6TM 527 
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(en utal koyilkontin~) ,"1 one must recognize that what lies 

between this projected possibility and its actual realiza

tion, is a gap in experiental understanding, a gap which the 

Tirumantiram specifically attributes to the failure to 

comprehend the profound truth veiled in mythic imagery. 

"People do not know the meaning of the dark neck,"2 writes 
, 

Mular, . referring to the mark left on Siva's throat after 

he consumed the poison. "People without first hand knowledge 

(unarvior) will say that ... what has been consumed was 
• 

poison."3 He continues, "people worship speaking only lies. 

Yet if they only speak the truth, the One with the shiny 

black neck will cause them to be worshipped by the denizens 

of heaven. "4 In his commentary on this verse, G. Varadarajan 

explains that the phrase "poyyi yuraittup pukaltal" refers 

to those who "speak and praise without knowing the truth 

(tattva) of the mythology of the Puranas."5 In the same vein, 

"meyye uraittal" (if only they speak the truth) means if 

only they would make clear to others the truths (tattvas) of 

Pura~a without wasting time. 6 In other words, they should 

come to the point on the meaning of the myth and not get 

bogged down or side-tracked by the details of the mythic 

vehicle. What is the truth of the dark neck that they are 

lTM l722d 

2TM 521 a,b 
3TM 521 c,d 
4TM 522 d 
5 , t' T~ruman ~ram 

6Ibid . 
(Tml. ) (Trichy: Varadrajan, 1971)p.154. 
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to see? It is that whatever is harmful to the devotee must 

be taken in by the Lord, but since the malas (fetters) corrupt 

from within like the blight which attacks the inside of the 

wood-apple tree, the soul, susceptible to attack must be 
I 

consumed by Siva to be restored to wholeness, oneness, pure-

ness. l 

What is it that hinders unity and needs to be 

purified? According to verses 528 and 529, it is the very 

concrete evils of enmity (pakai) and pride which teach one 

to be exclusive rather than inclusive. 

Those who have enmity of any kind 
will not reach the Lord 

Even in superficial enmity, the one (sin) 
becomes multiplied tenfold. 2 

If there is a Brahmin who says, "I am Brahmin" 
To that degree, the Lord's remembrance declines. 3 

The truth contained in myth is not unrelated to this life and 

the daily frictions one must face. It is the guru, the bhakta, 

• AJ- • 

the ]nan1 who are seeking inner harmony that will be the ones 

lkariyun vilavin ka_nipol uyirum . . -
uriya paramumu~ notun civamum 

ariya turiyamel akilamum ellan 

tiriya vi~unkun civaperu mane 
Like the wood-apple fruit which is eaten 

by the disease from within. 
(So) is the soul eaten. I 

The Great One, earlier praised as Sivam, the 
one who is beyond the stage of turiya 

He swallows everything without residue, making 
everything Himself. (TM 2593). 

Also vss. 2594, 2595. 'Sivam' designates the Absolute Godhead. 
2eppakai yakilum eytar iraiva~aip 
poyppakai ceyyinum onrupat tame. (TM 528 c,d) 

3vetiya rayum vi~irta;im enkinra 
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best prepared to instruct the world in social harmony. Thus 

the yogi has a critical social function as mediator. He or 

she has known the Source from whence the many came; he or 

she likewise knows the path by which members of society can 

return and in the process, become a community. As'bhoga 

yogis,' these individuals often choose to remain behind in the 

body in order to show the path to others. Thus they have a 

sense of mission to others. It is for this reason that verses 

532-535 warn the society to protect its householder devotees 
, • t\J- • 

(Siva bhaktas) and ]nan1S. 

Disturbing the heart of the Lord's devotee, 
The land, country and prestige will be 

undermined. I 

Unlike those· who contend2 and seek to magnify them-
I 

selves either by falsely claiming equality with Siva or else 

by asserting their superiority over others, the yogi3 is seen 
I 

as one whom Siva Himself honors by causing him or her to be 

worshipped by the denizens of heaven. 4 In fact, such 

devotees are not only worthy to reside in the place of the 

celestials but they are even said to reign as their rulers. 

nltiyul lcan ninaippoli vare. (TM 529 c,d) 

Ilca ~~~iya~ it~yan k~lankitat 
tecamum natun cirappum alintitum (TM 534 a,b) 

2verse l556'clear~y explains that those who contend 
are those not yet devoid of their ego-sense. Because of this 
they fail to ponder the meaning of life and death with the 
result that they have time to waste on religious squabbles. 

3used in the broad sense to include all those 
devotees ~ho have come to know the yogic dimension of the 
fourfold Agamic sadhanas of carya, kriya, and so on. 

4TM 522 and 540. 



At the time of going and reaching the 
bank of Slva, the flaming gold One, 

The assembly of immortals will corne 
and welcome (these devotees) anointing 
them with pots of water 

Saying, "This one here is our glorious 
leader." 

Such is the blissful communion one can 
experience. 1 

The Tirurnantirarn also speaks of the moment of uniting when 

the devas of the four directions will ask, "Who is this?" 

and will receive the reply from Siva that "That one is my-

257 

self (aran nam ~) ."2 From this time (kalarn)3 onward the 

devotee is regarded as a fully liberated being (i.e. a jivan

mukta). He no longer worships or looks to any minor deities 

to lead him to Slva for he has since become himself the locus 

of the trimurti. 4 As verse 2954, explains "after becoming 

Him, who shall (the soul) meditate upon?" It may also be 

asked with whom the liberated soul can contend. Having become 
I 

'one-d' with Siva, that person becomes one with everything 

that exists and has its source in Him. 

lcempoE civakati ce~~eyatun kalattut 

kurnpat tarnarar kulamvan tetirkolla - .. 
empo! ralaivan ivana menaccolla 

igpak kalavi irukkalu marne. (TH 635) 

Also verse 634. 

2TM 636 

3The connotation of this word is identical with that 
of the Greek kairos. It signifies a moment made special by the 
actualization of power and hidden potential. 

4TM 638. 
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Having begun with an apologetic discussion in the 

payiram of how the One became many, Mular seeks to conclude 

his work with a mystical or anagogical portrayal of how it 

is possible for the many to become one-d (not two). By show-

ing how the body becomes the locus of both the fivefold opera-

tions of grace and the emergence of the gracious lingam of 

Truth (tattva), Justice (natuval? i.e. balance, tranquility), . . 
and Love (anpu), Mular shows how the truths of the PaXckritya 

and Lingodbhava myths converge when the mind is clear and 

the heart is pure. In this way he makes clear that the 

true mediator must be a yogi in spirit and in truth. Yet 

Mular does not rest content with recognizing the body as the 

temple or with identifying the lingam in both. As a bhakta, 

he cannot forget the Dance which literally brought him to his 

senses and not only taught him to appreciate the human form, 

but moved him to remain in this borrowed body in order to 

show the path to others. 

Learning to Dance 

As we have seen in an earlier chapter,l dance was 

an integral part of South Indian culture. It entertained 

the masses, celebrated the victories of warriors and inspired 

the religious fervor of countless devotees. A vivid picture 

1 CH. II. 



of the latter is found in verse 2744; 

Devotees concentrate their minds on the 
golden feet of our Lord 

Who dances in lovely Citamparam 
They sigh and sob in joy. They become 

startled~ spasmodically 
Falling down, their bodies shiver, 

they forget themselves ind the 
faculties get benumbed. 
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Dance.s were performed in the streets, the palace and the 

temple and they had no small part to play in popularizing the 

astavirattas and other mythic narratives which subsequently .. 
came to bear a number of political and military overtones. 

The dance which captured the religious imagination 

of Mular is thought to be one associated with the final 

destruction of the three cities (tripura).2 In keeping with 
. 

his understanding of this mythic narrative as symbolizing the 

purging of the three malas (a~ava, miaya and karma), the author 

of the Tirumantiram sees the dance which dramatizes it as a 

mystical rite of purification in which all are called to 

1 , 'I 1 v~mmum veruvum v~_ume_um meycorun 

tammaiyun tamaEi yarka} caturke~un 

cemmai ci;anta tiruam palakkuttu~ 

ammalarp po~patat taEPuvaip parka~ke 

2This dance, known as the Pa~~arankam, was the 
second half of the dramatic enactment of the burning of the 
three cities. The first half was the Kotukutti, the dance 
performed for the Cera King Cenkuttuvan.· Because Mular's 
mystical interpretation of the Lord's dance came to be 
~ssociated with a later sculptural representation of the 
Ananda Tandava or Dance of Bliss it was assumed that this 
was the dance witnessed by Mular. For a thorough discussion 
of this point see H. Kulke, Cidambaramahatmya, p. 128-130. 
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I 

participate. The Dance, led by Siva is, as it were, simul-

taneously performed on the open cremation grounds, the 

covered sabha of the Citamparam temple and the enclosed sabha 

of the devotee's heart l which is to "melt in love (anpo 

turuki) ".2 Millar is not a detached observer but one who is 

very much involved. 

I shall walk along with those who have 
the strength to run (about in pilgrimage). 

I shall live and revel on the surface of the 
earth. 

(Listening to) the sound (icai) of those who 
can sing. 

I shall join with those with strength to unite 
with the grace-conferring Lord of the 
devas. 3 

The Tamil bhakti cult is strongly endorsed in these 

verses. Reading on, we see how the dance was viewed as a 

way of capturing not only the heart for Siva but the mind 

as well. For Millar, siva is love (anpu)4 but this 

love is to be known in feelings, word (mantra) and thought. 

Warning that the Lord cannot be known by the undiscerning, 

he proceeds to recognize 'leaping' as a way of securing 

lTM 542 

2TM 272c 

36taval lartam rotu natavuvan 

pa~aval laro+i parmicai va~kuva~ 

tetaval larkkaru~ tevar pira~o~un 

kutaval larati kutavan yane (TM 543) . . - -
Also verse 2760. 

4TH 270 



knowledge experientially:l 

Those who know (Him) by leaping and 
worshipping His Feet, 

Secure (knowledge) and experience (Him) 
This indeed, is bliss. 2 
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... -
Dance provides the perfect expression of knowledge (jn_ana) 

as it is understood in the anagogical or mystical sense, 

precisely because no real distinction can be made between 

the Dancer and the Dance. At the same time, the dance has 

many movements in which the drama is allowed to unfold in 

time. This,too
l 

is important for Mular since he wants to 

show that the acquistion of wisdom is a dynamic process 

which allows for great diversity. 

Having thus become alert and sensitive to the 

persuasive power of this religious symbol, MUlar is moved 

to superimpose the paXcak~ara and the Agamic doctrine of 

the Pancakritya on the mythic image of the Na~araj and 

subsequently makes one of the most significant and memorable 

contributions to the popular dissemination of his mystical 

insights. He accomplished this by providing a new iconology 

for the vigorous Tandava dance: 

lTM 1566 
2 
payntu~ar var cevati kaitolu 

terntu~ar ceyvator i~pamu mame. (TM 1566 c,d) 



The (hand) holding the drum, that which 
is swung over; 

That (which refreshes like) flowing water, 
the hand holding fire 

The lotus-like foot treading on the root 
cause (of bondage) 

Know that these represent the formless 
or subtle pancak~ara (i.e. slvayanama).l 

The drum of God represents creation; the 
quieting posture 

Shows His protection; the fire in his hand 
is destruction. 

In His firm standing posture is obscuration 
implied. 

Know also that His (uplifted) foot always 
bestows grace. 2 
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Whereas extant temple reliefs~ commissioned by:-rulers in 

the sixth, seventh and eighth centuries suggest that the most 

popular dances were those associated with victory in war, the 

dance of Siva described by Mular stresses spiritual meaning 

of puram namely, the destruction of malas. Whereas weapons 

were prominant in early temple reliefs portraying the Na~araj, 

they are played down in the Tirumantiram. In verse 2798, 

for example, the iconographic description identifies only one 

lmaruvum tu~iyu~a~ maE~iya vIccum 
.. 

aruviya appum analu~ag kaiyum 

karuvin mititta kamalap patamum 

uruvil civayanamavenavote (TM 2798) 

2ara~ tUfi torram am~ittal titiyam 

aran anki tannil araiyil cankaram 

aran urranaippil amarum tirotayi -- . 
aran ati yenrum anukkirakam enne (TM 2799) 

3 -. -- - -

c. S~varamamurti, Natarajain Art, Thought and Litera
ture, (New Delhi: National Museum, 1974), pp. 168-188. 
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weapon of destruction, the fire or fiery arrow and even then 

this is seen mainly as a symbol of purification. Still,it is 

not iconographic description but the iconological inter-
, 

pretation of Siva's dance that conditioned later generations 

to balance out the puram aspect of the Na~araj with akam 

motifs of merc~ graciousness and love. In fact, the two aspects 

merge. f.or in correlating the fivefold operations with the 

gestures of the dance, Mular shows that nothing is really des-

troyed; instead everything is transformed. There is nothing 

that is not encompassed by the Dance(r). As the Lord sounds 

-His drum, the Vedas and Agamas begin to dance, the elements 

and the seven worlds begin to dance l and most important of 

all, human hearts begin to dance in unison with the rhythms 

of the universe. 2 

This vision of unity is not some romantic notion un-

related to the socio-religious conflicts of the time which 

Mular was seeking to alleviate. In the sixth and seventh 

centuries a number of different Hindu cults were active in 

Citamparam. There was the Visnu cult3 and the goddess cult 4 

lTM 2722 and 2729 

2TM 2756 

3A shrine to Vi9~u was constructed adjacent to that of 
of the Na~araj by Pallavamalla Nandivarman II (717-782 A.D.) 
That the Vaisnava presence in Citamparam was flourishing at 
least a century earlier is maintained by B. Natarajan on the 
basis of the hymns of Appar and Campantar, The City of the 
Cosmic Dance, Cidambaram, (New Delhi: Orient, Longman Ltd., 
1974). p. 14. 

4Manikkavacakar (9th century) refers to the goddess 
cult at Citamparam. Here it may also be noted that whereas 
the Patanjali Legend also refers to the goddess cult, it 
does so to suppress it. Indicative of this is the narration 

\ 
\ 
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as well as the lingam and dance cults dedicated to S'iva. At the 

time the Tirumantiram was being composed, the latter two were 

apparently beginning to vie with each other for center stage. 

To this day, a question remains about which cult was earlier 

in places like Citamparam. l Regardless of which was earlier, 

it can be safely assumed that under the influence of the Tamil 

bhaktas, the dance cult of the Na~araj was steadily increasing 

in popularity perhaps even at the expense of the lingam cult. 

The nature of the antagonism developing between these 
I 

two cults can be inferred from three Saiva legends connected 

with Citamparam which originated between 600 and 1000 A.D. 

and were recorded in a Sanskrit work known as the Cidambara-

mahatmya. 2 For our purposes, the Vyaghrapada Legend and the 

Patanjali Legend are the most relevant. The former, written 

in an apologetic style to 'prove' that, from the beginning 
I 

Citamparam was a Saiva center, describes how the muni 

Vyaghrapada journeyed there to worship S'iva in the mulastllana 

linga. Though composed after the dance cult had gained 

notoriety, it remains silent on this point which leads Kulke 

, 
of Siva's Ta~9ava dance such that He defeats the goddess. By 
contrast, Millar takes a conciliatory stance toward the latter 
by making her an 'official' witness of the dance. 

lDOnll Rangaswamy in his Religion and Philosophy, p. 193 
raises this question but apparently finds no convincing evidence 
to make a judgment. From his study of the Vyaghrapada legend, 
H. Kulke concludes that the linga cult is the earlier of the 
two. Cidambaramah'atmya, p. 43. By contrast,. Paul Younger's 
reading of the same legend, together with his detailed study 
of the structural modifications of the Citamparam temple have 
led him to surmise that the cult of the Nataraj was the older 
of the two. The Citamparam Temple of the Lord Natarajan, 
unpublished manuscript, Hamilton, Ontario: McMaster University, 
pp. 23,24. 

2The Cidambaramahatmya (ci. 11th-12th century A.D.) 
includes the legend of Vyaghrapada, Patanjali and Hiranyavarman. 
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to conclude that the conservative followers of the linga 

cult who composed this legend, were by no means amenable to the 

upstart dance cult of the Na~araj.l Yet, as Younger notes, it 

is no less likely that the Orthodox linga cult was attempting 

to suppress the 'pentecostal' dancers. 2 

The patanjali Legend, on the other hand, describes how 

Vyaghrapada leads the ~ Patanjali to the linga at Citamparam 

" only to find himself become caught up in the dance S1va per-

forms there. The rapprochement comes as the Lord of the Dance 

then asks them to worship His linga. In this way,respect 

is shown for the linga tradition but, cleverly so, by indicat

ing that it was the Na~araj who commissioned it. 

Without suggesting that such antagonism was as pronounced 

in Mular's time, I would, nevertheless, submit that basic 

elements of the tension were already being felt back then and 

that Mular was, in fact, paving the way for the rapprochement 

by focusing on the Lingodbhava anld Pancakrtya myths and 

showing how they both converge in the mythic image of the Yogi 

Dancer.3 As Yogi, Siva sustains the linga cult represented by 

the Lingodbhavai as Dancer, He is the dynamic source of the 

fivefold saving acts of the Pancakrtya. Together these 

centripetal and centrifugal forces balance out, making possible 

a unity which sustains diversity. 

For a description of ,its contents, see H. Kulke. Cidambaramahatmya. 
A Tamil version of this pura~a is known as the Koyil Purana. 

lIbido p. 43. 

2The Citamparam Temple, pp. 23,24. 

3 The human form is Sivalingam 
The human form is Sadasivam 
The human form is the Sacred Dance (TM 1726 a,c,d) 



CONCLUSION 

Like the music accompanying the sacred dance, 

Mular's composition has its own syncopated rhythm. While 

developing an underlying theme of unity and diversity from 

three perspectives, namely the metaphysical, moral and mysti-

cal, it accents the practical ways of realizing both personal 

and social harmony. In this respect, the Tirumantiram comple-

ments Tiruvalluvar's Tirukkural, a Tamil text assigned to the 

second or third century A.D. Whereas the latter sought to 

show how the ideals for secular living were in harmony with 

the goals of spirituality, the former sought to show how pro-

gress in the spiritual life promoted values that were conso

nant with the highest goals of secular life. l 

The spiritually mature persons are the bhaktas, yogis 

and jnanis who have learned to discriminate what is essential 

from what is optional, what is central from what is peripheral. 

Knowing the Giver and the Gift to be one, they view the exter-

nals of religion as means and not ends; knowing the Lord who 

is the Way, they refuse to contend over individual paths; 

knowing the accessibility of the Creator who dwells within 

themselves, they recognize the tattva (truth) of the Vedic 

fire, the tattva of the temple lingam, the tattva of the 

lThis follows an assessment suggested by K. Vajravelu 
Mudaliar. Personal correspondence, December 5, 1978. 
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ecstatic dance; knowing the Lord of the Dance as the Source 

of all language manifested in sound, music and drama, they 

become more inclusive in the languages, chants and gestures 

they adopt for worship. In other words, these are the ones 

I • 
who understand the deepest meaning (porul) of Sa~va mythology. 

Like the lingam, the Truth is one; like the pancak~tya symbol

ized by the dance, its manifestation is progressive and plural-

istic. The fruits of this realization are tranquility, toler-

ance, love and peace. 

Finally, like a musical motif repeated with succes-

sive variations, the Tirumantiram reiterates each of these 

themes; initially in an introductory manner that takes into 

account the novice status of the beginner and gradually in 

an increasingly more thorough manner corresponding to the 

levels of maturity of the advanced disciples. Accordingly, 

not only the message becomes more profound but the exegesis 

or interpretation of Saiva mythology likewise moves from the 

apologetic through the tropological to the anagogical or 

mystical level of understanding. Rather than being a collec-

tion of isolated verses redacted by disciples, the Tirumantiram 
I 

is, in fact, an exceptionally unified classic of Saiva spirit-

uality. 



APPENDIX 

Tirumantiram Verses 
(from pages 210-211) 

ancana meni arivaiyor pakattau 

anco tirupattu mU~Eu~a akamam 

ancali kuppi aEupat taEuvarum 

anca mukattil arumporul kettate (57) . . . 
annal arulal arulun civakamam . . 
e~~il irupatte~ kotinu Eayiram 

vi~~avar ican vi~uppam uraitta~ar 

enninin Eapporu~ ettuva~ nane (58) 

pa~~ita ravar patine~~up pataiyun 

kantavar kurun karuttari varenka . . - -
pantitar tankal patinettup pataiyum . . . . . 
anta mutalan aranconna vare (59) 

annal aru~al aru~untiv yakamam 

vinnil amarar tamakkum vilahkari . 
tennil e~upatu ko~inu Eayiram 

ennilum nIrmel eluttatu akume (60) 

para~ayp paraparan ka~~i ulakiE 

rara~ayc civata~an t~ecol kalat 

tara~ay amararkal arccikku nanti 

uranaki akamam onkinin rane (61) 

civamam paratti~iE catti catacivam 

uvama rnakecar uruttir tevar 

tavamal piramlcar tammi1tam peEEa 

nava akamamehka~ nantipeE Ea~e (62) 
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peEEanal akaman kara~ah karnikam 

uEEanal viram uyarcintam vatu~am 

marrav viyamala makunka lottaran - - . 
tUEEanaE cuppiran collu maku~ame (63) 

annal arulal arulun civakamam . . 
ennili koti tokuttitu mayi~um 

a~~al a~ainta aEivaEi yavi~i~ 

e~~ili ko~iyum nirmel elutte (64) 

mariyum kotaiyum varpani tunkanin . . -
Eeriyu ni~~an kilaikkinra kalattu 

ariya muntami lumuta necollik - . -
karikai yarkkuk karu~aicey ta~ (65) 

avilkkinra varum atukattu marun - -- - ..-
cimittalaip pattuyir pokinra va run .. . . -- -
tamilccol vatacol enumiv virantum - . -
unarttum avanai unaralu marne (66 ) . . 
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